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In his first verse, the precocious poet Egill Skallagrímsson declares ‘eigi mun þú finna 
betra þrevetran óðarsmið mér’ (‘you will not find a better poetry-smith of three years 
than me’). Such metaphors are highly conventional in the skaldic poetry of the Viking 
Age and beyond. However, the link between the composition of verse and the 
construction of material objects was regarded as a topic of particular importance by 
Scandinavian poets such as Egill. In fact, connections between poets, craftsmen, their 
arts and their products resonate across the corpus of Old Norse literature—not only in 
skaldic metaphor, but also in historical, mythological and saga material. To judge by the 
frequency of their appearance in this literary corpus, these connections were clearly 
considered to be highly significant in Viking-Age and medieval Scandinavia. 
Nevertheless, they have received little attention in scholarship to date. This thesis 
investigates the nature and extent of the links between poets and craftsmen, and 
between poetic composition and material crafting. It investigates both what the origins 
of these connections were, and what they suggest about the artisans and creative 
processes concerned.  
 This thesis begins by establishing precisely which poets and craftsmen form the 
focus of this investigation. As these figures appear in a large variety of different sources, 
it is also important to discuss the different categories of evidence considered in this 
thesis, and to confront any difficulties involved in their use. The first chapter proceeds 
by considering the links between poets, craftsmen, their arts and their products which 
are made in skaldic poetry. In the second chapter, skaldic poetry, sagas and 
archaeological material are analysed to build a picture of the links between historical 
poets and craftsmen working in late Viking-Age Scandinavia. This chapter considers the 
similar ways in which these figures interacted with the political elite, and the 
correspondences between the creation, dissemination and use of their products. The 
third chapter considers what skaldic and eddic poetry as well as Snorra Edda reveal about 
the mythological configuration of poetic composition, crafting and their practitioners. 
It explores the shared association of poetry and crafted goods with the distant past and 
with geographically remote spaces in the Old Norse cosmos, and the implications of 
these associations. In the fourth chapter, the shared characteristics of poetic 
composition, crafting and their practitioners are considered in the context of the 
Íslendingasögur. As many of the connections explored in the earlier chapters recur in 
this corpus, it constitutes appropriate evidence with which to draw the investigation to 
a close. In my conclusion, I reconsider the findings of each of the chapters and suggest 
that a deep conceptual similarity between poetic composition and skilled crafting runs 
throughout Old Norse literature, and that this encouraged the frequent associations 
between them which can be detected in this corpus. I also argue that poets and 
craftsmen were frequently connected on account of their shared role as threatening but 
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i. Craftsmen and wordsmiths 
 
  Erum auðskœf 
  ómunlokri 
  magar Þóris 
  mærðar efni, 
  vinar míns, 
  því at valið liggja 
  tvenn ok þrenn 
  á tungu mér.1 
 
The praise-material of my friend, the kinsman of Þórir [=Arinbjǫrn], is easily 
smoothed with the voice-plane [TONGUE], since choices lie two- and threefold on 
my tongue. 
 
In this verse, the tenth-century Icelandic poet, Egill Skallagrímsson, describes the ease 
with which he creates praise poetry for his companion, Arinbjǫrn. On a basic level, Egill 
suggests that the composition of his poem, Arinbjarnarkviða, is made easy, because he 
has an abundance of words to work with. But in this verse, he is also making a significant 
claim about the art of poetic composition: namely, that it is a kind of verbal craft, here 
analogous with woodworking. The tongue is conceived of as a tool, which shapes 
carefully selected verbal material into finished poetry.  
  One might ask why Egill draws such a link between the art of poetry and that of 
woodworking. In this case, the connection that Egill makes is not uncharacteristic of the 
metaphorical playfulness which characterises much Old Norse skaldic poetry.2 It is also 
                                                             
1 Egill Skallagrímsson, Arinbjarnarkviða 15 (Egils saga, ed. Bjarni Einarsson, p. 159). 
2 It should be acknowledged that grouping of the corpus of Old Norse poetry into skaldic and eddic verse 
is a modern practice and does not exactly reflect contemporary ideas about this poetry. Poetry referred to 
as skaldic is generally composed in dróttkvætt or related metres; concerns contemporary events; and is 
attributed to named poets. Eddic poetry, with which skaldic poetry is often contrasted, is composed in 
metres such as fornyrðislag and málaháttr; is anonymous; and concerns mythological matters. The 
distinction between these two ‘genres’ is not always consistent: some poems in skaldic metres concern 
themselves entirely with mythological narratives, such as Þórsdrápa, whereas some poems in eddic metres 
are attributed to named poets and concern contemporary events, such as Eiríksmál. See Frank, ‘Skaldic 
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without a doubt visually rich and rhetorically effective. Versemaking was regarded as a 
highly skilful exploit in numerous societies across medieval Europe, both by those who 
consumed poetry and by those who composed it.3 In elite circles, poets of the Viking 
Age and beyond were aware that conceptualising their art in relation to exclusive craft 
activities such as smithing and woodworking would provide an impression of its 
technical complexity and of its fixity in oral tradition, and that this would increase the 
exclusivity of their poetry.4 Poets were paid professionals first and foremost, and were 
invested in their verses appearing more meticulous and ornate than those produced by 
their competitors.5 These may indeed be good reasons for Egill to conceive of the poetic 
art in the way that he does. In fact, these factors may have also motivated other skalds 
in Viking-Age Scandinavia to draw similar connections between the poetic art and 
material crafting. The skaldic corpus reveals that numerous poets besides Egill 
frequently accessed the metaphor of poetic composition as a kind of skilled craft.6  
  However, tempting though it is to imagine that the kind of link between material 
crafting and poetic composition observed in the above verse from Arinbjarnarkviða has 
its origin in skalds’ metaphorical experimentations, the reality is more complex. A wide 
range of Old Norse sources display a fascination with the links between poets, craftsmen, 
their arts and their products. This link is acknowledged in poetical treatises and in the 
wider skaldic corpus, where material and verbal crafts are seen as conceptually 
analogous; in skaldic verse composed for Scandinavian rulers, where the products of 
craftsmen and those of poets circulate together at elite courts; in mythological sources, 
where the most skilled craftsmen in the divine world—the dvergar—are also the 
inventors of the poetic craft; and in saga literature, where the roles of crafting and poetic 
composition often converge in singular figures.  
  The extent of the connection between poetry, crafted objects and their makers 
has received little attention in past scholarship. This is surprising given the prominent 
role that poets and craftsmen play in the Old Norse corpus. In 1956 the anthropologist 
Mircea Eliade noticed a ‘kinship between the craft of the smith and epic poetry’, and 
suggested that such a connection represents ‘a complex and fascinating problem, which 
                                                             
Poetry’, p. 160 and Chase, ‘Introduction’. 
3 See Chapter II.vi.a. 
4 See Chapter I.iii.b. 
5 See Chapter II.vi.–vii. 
6 See Chapter I.ii. 
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would indeed require quite a lengthy exposition’.7 In the context of Old Norse literature 
this ‘kinship’ has been noted in several works, but a lengthy exposition is still lacking. In 
his work of 1953, ‘Skaldestil-studier’, Hallvard Lie discussed the similarity between the 
nature of skaldic verse and Germanic interlace.8 In 1977 Gert Kreutzer produced his 
extensive study of the vocabulary of skaldic poetics, Die Dichtungslehre der Skalden, in 
which he referred to the analogical connection which skalds drew between poetic 
composition and material crafts.9 In his article of 2002, ‘Scarfing the Yard With Words’, 
William Sayers discussed the connection between poetic composition and shipbuilding 
in the skaldic corpus. This was followed in 2003 by John Hines, who drew brief attention 
to the links between words and materials in Old Norse literature, and referred to links 
between poets and craftsmen.10 Margaret Clunies Ross offered the most complete 
treatment of the links between poets and craftsmen in her work of 2005, A History of 
Old Norse Poetry and Poetics, although the relevant section runs to only six pages.11  
  These works highlight the existence of a fascinating and important link between 
poets, craftsmen and their arts, but in their brevity they also indicate that much more 
work needs to be done on this topic. The present thesis investigates the connections 
between poetic composition, crafting and their practitioners that were thought to have 
existed in Viking-Age Scandinavia.12 It takes as its starting point the kind of 
correspondence between these two arts revealed in Egill’s Arinbjarnarkviða. The first 
chapter investigates the extent to which the kind of connection between poetic 
composition and crafting which Egill makes is present in the skaldic corpus more widely. 
It considers links which skalds draw between their art, their products and their role as 
creative agents on the one hand and craftsmanship, crafted objects and craftsmen on 
the other. By demonstrating the importance of material crafting as an analogical basis 
for poetic composition, this chapter will establish the need for a fuller investigation into 
the links between poetic composition and skilled crafting. Once the nature and extent 
of the connections between poets, craftsmen and their arts in the skaldic corpus has 
been established, it will be necessary to question whether these connections were 
inspired by factors other than conceptual closeness. In answering this question, it will 
                                                             
7 The Forge and the Crucible, p. 88. 
8 See p. 15. 
9 See, for example, pp. 44–9; 137; 246–57. 
10 ‘Myth and Reality’, p. 21; see also ‘Ekphrasis as Speech-Act’, p. 229. 
11 Pp. 85–91. 
12 See section ii. below on the chronological scope of this investigation. 
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first be necessary to consider whether these connections had any basis in the historical 
roles of craftsmen and poets. In the second chapter, the working practices of poets and 
craftsmen; their interactions with the elite; and the creation and function of their 
products will be considered. The investigation into the links between poets and 
craftsmen will be continued in the third chapter by exploring the links between these 
agents in mythological sources. Building on the previous chapter, this chapter will 
consider the configuration and characterisation of poetic composition, crafting and their 
practitioners in the Old Norse cosmos, and will investigate the extent of the links 
between them. In the fourth chapter, the question will be posed whether the conceptual, 
historical and mythological connections between poets and craftsmen explored in 
Chapters I, II and III of this thesis manifest themselves in the corpus of Íslendingasögur. 
Discussing all of the correspondences between craftsmen and poets treated in previous 
chapters in a single literary corpus constitutes a useful case study. Once these 
connections have been traced, it will be possible to answer the question of why poets 
and craftsmen are linked in such a pronounced fashion in the skaldic corpus. In the 
process, this will allow for a more complete understanding the roles and characters of 




Before this investigation can begin proper, it is important to establish the key terms and 
concepts that will be referred to throughout. These are drawn principally from Mary 
Helms’ seminal ethnographic study of 1993, Craft and the Kingly Ideal. Helms’ work 
considers the characters and roles of artisans in societies across the globe, and many of 
her observations and ideas are relevant to Old Norse sources. The first key contention 
that she makes is that acts such as smithing and carpentry, as well as poetic composition, 
are essentially linked. She argues that the production of material objects, and of verse, 
are both highly skilled acts which involve transformation. This kind of transformation, 
she suggests, ‘is most forcefully or unavoidably expressed in…the highly obvious changes 
in physical state readily observable in certain fabrication processes’, such as smithing 
and woodworking, but it can also be observed in cases where ‘the routine sounds of 
work-a-day discursive speech are transmuted into oratory, chant, and song’, as in the 
Introduction 
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composition of poetry.13 In such transformations, the materials used to make poems and 
physical objects—sounds and words, as well as stone, wood or metal—are shaped. 
However, according to Helms, the most skilled acts of transformation were in many 
societies also typically associated with the elite, and were closely associated with 
supernatural powers. These two important points will be expanded on in the context of 
Viking-Age Scandinavia in due course.14  
  Not all acts of crafting or poetic composition described in Old Norse texts can be 
characterised as elite or linked with special powers. There are inevitably questions of 
class and degree where the production of poetry and material objects are concerned. 
There is a great difference in quality between the production of farm tools and finely 
crafted weapons and dress objects, and between the composition of one-off situational 
verses and grand encomia intended for elite consumption. This distinction is highly 
important in the context of this investigation. Helms refers to the producers of expertly 
crafted material items and verses as skilled artisans, and calls the highly accomplished 
creative acts in which these craftsmen engage skilled crafting. She distinguishes skilled 
crafting from mundane manufacture, which is concerned with the production of 
materially useful objects in non-political contexts. Manufacture, she suggests, is 
‘materialistic, technical, routine, impersonal, and orientated toward the continuous 
production, in series, of goods as end’.15 It is rooted in the sphere of utility. Items that 
are skilfully crafted, by contrast, are mostly valued for their intangible qualities. Skilled 
crafting, according to Helms, is ‘non-utilitarian and non-pragmatic, being ideological in 
meaning and moral or honorable in quality rather than being strictly materially or 
economically useful’.16 While the manufacturer shapes materials into objects suited for 
practical purposes, then, the skilled artisan focuses on the creation of individual 
treasures and incorporates more abstract ‘materials’ into his product, such as honour, 
authority and status. Throughout this thesis, poets and craftsmen who fit Helms’ 
description will be referred to as skilled artisans. The terms crafting and craftsman will 
be taken to refer to acts of material creation and artisans working in physical material 
respectively, unless qualified by the adjective ‘verbal’, in which case poets and their art 
                                                             
13 CKI, p. 18. 
14 Acts of crafting and poetic composition carried out for the elite will be the subject of Chapter II. The 
magical associations of the poetic process and material crafting will be discussed in greater detail when 
dealing with the mythology of these arts in Chapter III. 
15 CKI, p. 16. 
16 Ibid., p. 14. 
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will be the referent. Helms’ ideas concerning skilled artisans—her grouping of craftsmen 
and poets together; her distinction between manufacture and skilled crafting; and her 
contention that skilled artisans are associated with the political elite and with 
supernatural powers—exert a formative influence on this thesis, and will be referred to 
throughout.  
  As will be demonstrated in Chapter II, Scandinavian literature and archaeology 
from the Viking Age onwards suggest that a group of particularly skilled and valued 
craftsmen and poets produced prestige items for the elite—weapons, armour, dress 
items, and of course poetry. Skilled verbal and material artisans and their creative 
processes will be the chief focus of this thesis, rather than the manufacturers and 
manufacture of more mundane items intended for practical and everyday use. This is 
the case for several reasons. Firstly, craftsmen and poets working for the elite attract the 
greatest degree of attention in medieval Scandinavian literature. As will be argued in 
greater detail in Chapter II, it was skilled craftsmen and poets who furnished the means 
for the political elite to prosper. As a result, these figures garner the greatest attention 
in Old Norse literature, which principally concerns the elite and is itself an elite 
enterprise. Evidence of elite crafting using materials such as gold and silver survives less 
abundantly in archaeological material from the Viking Age, but such material will be 
prioritised as much as possible in this investigation. Further, as shall be argued in 
Chapter I, it is high-status acts of crafting that furnish the conceptual basis for the 
analogy between poetry and material crafting that exists in the skaldic corpus.17 Lastly, 
the crafting and poetry referred to in mythological contexts is inspired by the most elite 
and exclusive acts of skilled crafting and composition. The configuration of skilled 
crafting in cosmological terms will be taken up in Chapter III.  
  It should be said, however, that the distinction between skilled crafting and 
manufacture is in some important cases problematic, and is not as easy to locate as 
Helms’ neat theorisation suggests. The archaeological record does not always allow for 
the identification of such a distinction. For instance, it is often not clear whether the 
figures interred in the so-called ‘smiths’ graves’ which will be discussed in Chapter II.ii.c. 
were high- or low-class smiths: skilled craftsmen, or manufacturers. The quality of the 
crafting that took place at workshop sites can also be difficult to reconstruct, as will be 
discussed in the following section. In such cases workshop sites and burials will be 
                                                             
17 See, especially, Chapter I.ii.c.  
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referred to for the information that they can provide about the profession of the 
craftsman more generally, and the specific question as to whether these sites represent 
skilled crafting or manufacture will remain open.  
  Further, a great many accomplished craftsmen and poets appear in the 
Íslendingasögur, as shall be discussed in Chapter IV, but the kind of crafting conducted 
by Icelandic metalworkers and carpenters in this corpus scarcely approaches the quality 
expected of craftsmen sponsored by the elite in continental Scandinavia.18 Icelandic 
craftsmen do produce complex items such as swords and shields, but these are hardly of 
a quality which would make them useful for non-utilitarian purposes. This is also 
reflected in the Icelandic archaeological record, which suggests that silver and especially 
gold were only worked very rarely.19 This important fact ought to be kept in mind when 
considering the presentation of skilled craftsmen in Icelandic literature. In the absence 
of skilled crafting per se in Iceland and in the Íslendingasögur, more mundane acts of 
crafting will be treated instead in Chapter IV.20 It can be demonstrated that, even in the 
absence of valuable working material and wealthy patrons, many of the basic 
associations between skilled poets and craftsmen that run throughout Old Norse 
literature remain valid in the Íslendingasögur. 
  Throughout these chapters, metalworkers will be mentioned more frequently 
than craftsmen who work in other media. This reflects a bias in the source material 
rather than a methodological choice. Metalwork survives far more abundantly in the 
archaeological record than work in materials such as wood or bone, which is more 
perishable. Metalworkers also attract more attention in the literary record, chiefly 
because their products—swords, shields and jewellery—are of such central importance 
both to skaldic diction and to narratives involving battle or gift-giving. As a result, 
almost all acts of crafting mentioned in mythological contexts and in saga material 
involve the working of metal, both ferrous and non-ferrous. Craftsmen are occasionally 
mentioned working with wood, but almost never with leather or bone. This bias does 
not affect the relevance of such crafts in this investigation. Reflections on arts such as 
carpentry and shipbuilding will be made where the source material allows.  
 
                                                             
18 See Chapter IV.ii.a.  
19 Ibid.  





The present investigation must make use of all of the available evidence in order to 
provide an accurate and comprehensive picture of the links between craftsmen and 
poets in Viking-Age Scandinavia. Poetic composition, skilled crafting and their 
practitioners appear in a large variety of different sources from a range of areas and 
periods, and one cannot understand these practices by analysing one category of source 
alone.21 For instance, an exclusive reliance on literary sources for the elucidation of the 
historical role of smiths—a subject treated in Chapter II—would provide a one-sided 
picture, as literary depictions of these figures are sometimes at variance with 
archaeological material.22 Of course, each category of sources presents its own unique 
challenges.  
  Before turning to relevant source material, it is necessary to discuss the 
chronological scope of this investigation. It was suggested above that this thesis will 
primarily be concerned with poets, craftsmen and their arts as they were perceived in 
the Viking Age. This can be approximately restricted to the later Viking Age, around the 
tenth century—although it should be acknowledged that the chronological scope 
adopted here is general rather than strict. This chronological range was arrived at 
because the source material used in this investigation generally either dates from, or is 
preoccupied with, this period. Much of the archaeological evidence reviewed in Chapter 
II.ii. dates from or is antecedent to the tenth century. Relevant poetic and prose sources 
are attested mainly in manuscripts from the thirteenth century onwards, but can also be 
related to the later Viking Age with varying levels of confidence. For instance, a large 
quantity of the skaldic verse discussed in this thesis is conventionally dated to the tenth 
century and can therefore be taken as a reasonably faithful indication of attitudes 
contemporary to this period. Sources such as the eddic poems of the Codex Regius 
manuscript and the poetical treatise known as Snorra Edda pertain to pre-Christian 
mythology and represent it with a certain degree of reliability. Much Icelandic saga 
material also purports to describe late Viking-Age Scandinavian society. There are 
precautions that must be taken when using these sources as a window into this period, 
                                                             
21 On the dangers of privileging particular categories of source material, see Jesch, The Viking Diaspora, p. 
11. 
22 For instance, the image of metalworkers presented in the eddic poem Vǫlundarkviða does not match 
that identified in the archaeological record. See Gustafsson, ‘Beyond Wayland’. 
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and these will be treated below. In line with the general chronological scope of this 
investigation, sources which are of interest but pertain to periods postdating the Viking 
Age will not be excluded. This is particularly relevant in the case of the Christian skaldic 
poetry referred to in Chapter I, which in some cases was composed as late as the 
fourteenth century. Although this investigation uses evidence which is weighted 
towards the later Viking Age and will therefore be primarily concerned with this period, 
then, it also takes into account evidence pre- and postdating the tenth century. This 
allows for a fuller impression of the development of the relationship between poetic 
composition and crafting across Old Norse sources.23  
 
iii.a. Sources for poets 
Since the poetic craft is verbal and not material, it predictably left no trace in the 
archaeological record. Information about Viking-Age and medieval skalds must 
therefore be drawn from the Old Norse literary corpus. Much of this information is in 
the first place autobiographical and therefore contemporary, appearing in the poems 
that skalds themselves composed from the ninth to the fourteenth centuries. Icelandic 
tradition generally holds that the earliest skaldic poetry was composed by Bragi 
Boddason, who is thought to have been working in the last quarter of the ninth 
century.24 A large proportion of the skaldic poetry discussed in this thesis dates to the 
later tenth century, and is attributed to poets such as Egill Skallagrímsson and Einarr 
skálaglamm Helgason. The dating of skaldic poetry is aided by the fact that the  majority 
of it is tied to a named skald. Further, since skaldic poetry takes as its subject figures or 
events of political significance, such as kings and famous battles, it can often be dated 
in consultation with other documentary sources.25 For instance, Egill’s skaldic poem 
Hǫfuðlausn can be tentatively dated to the middle of the tenth century, because this is 
the period in which its patron and subject, Eiríkr blóðøx, is known to have ruled in the 
kingdom of Jórvík.26 However, it should be remembered that it is not always possible to 
assign a reliable date of composition to skaldic verse, especially when the poet is not 
                                                             
23 Nevertheless, all of the evidence considered in this thesis falls within what Judith Jesch has usefully 
termed the ‘long Viking Age’. See Viking Diaspora, pp. 55–68. 
24 See, for instance, Lie, ‘Skaldestil-studier’, p. 5 and Bragi’s biography in SkP 3.I, p. 26. See also Chapter 
I.i.b. 
25 See Gade, ‘Dating of Poetry’, in SkP 1.I, pp. xliv–xlvi. 
26 The F version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle suggests that Eiríkr, or ‘Yric’, arrived in Northumbria in 952 
and was expelled again in 954 (The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, ed. Baker, p. 81). 
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well-known and/or the poetry in question mentions no datable figures or events. This 
can have implications for the reliability of what is said. Unless stated otherwise, the dates 
provided for skaldic verse in this thesis follow those given in the editions of the Skaldic 
Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages series.27  
  There are other methodological issues to consider when using skaldic poetry as a 
source for attitudes to poets and poetic composition. One issue concerns the 
autobiographical nature of skaldic verse. As will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 
II.v.–vii., poets were economically invested in their patron perceiving the value and 
meticulousness of their verse. Consequently, much of the content of skaldic poetry 
consists of the poet’s exaggeration of his own talent, as can be observed in stanza 15 of 
Arinbjarnarkviða above.28 This is clearly a biased viewpoint, and one which does not give 
space to how the poet and his art were popularly perceived. It is not known, for instance, 
whether the incredible skill and mythological connections that poets espouse in their 
verse were actually believed. The heavily positive bias towards poets and their abilities 
that is naturally present in the skaldic corpus must be kept in mind. 
  Further, skaldic verse is in general extremely complex, both in terms of its 
vocabulary and metrics. This caused problems of interpretation at the point of 
manuscript preservation, and these problems have been inherited by modern scholars. 
Scribal mishearing and misunderstanding often resulted in changes in vocabulary across 
the manuscripts in which skaldic verses appear. This produced various different readings 
which complicate the interpretation of these verses. One such case is discussed in 
Chapter I.v.b., where the meaning of a particular kenning provided by the poet Bragi 
Boddason differs greatly across manuscript versions. The complexity of skaldic poetry 
can also render entire stanzas or half-stanzas difficult to interpret. One particularly 
problematic verse discussed in Chapter I.v.c. is stanza 3 of Egill Skallagrímsson’s 
Sonatorrek, the first helmingr of which has not been satisfactorily translated or 
interpreted to date. Skaldic poetry is therefore a problematic source to use when 
discussing the characteristics of the poet in historical, conceptual and mythological 
contexts, and the issues involved in its use ought to be kept in mind throughout this 
discussion.  
  Another crucial source of information about skalds and their art is saga material, 
                                                             
27 For the dating of skaldic verse in this series, see Gade, ‘Dating of Poetry’, in SkP 1.I, pp. xliv–xlvi. 
28 On the egotism of skalds as revealed in their verses, see Clover, ‘Skaldic Sensibility’. 
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chiefly Íslendingasögur and konungasögur.29 Unlike skaldic poetry, sagas in their extant 
form postdate many of the poets that they describe by some centuries. Some saga 
fragments date from the end of the thirteenth century, but most sagas are extant in 
manuscripts from the fourteenth century onwards.30 As suggested above, this means 
that using these texts as a source for poets as they operated in the Viking Age is 
problematic.31 Icelandic saga material was generated and recited orally in some form for 
centuries before it was committed to vellum, but this cannot be used as an argument for 
its historicity. Information that is provided in these texts must be assumed to reflect the 
attitudes of the thirteenth- or fourteenth-century Icelandic milieu that produced them 
to a greater or lesser degree, and must therefore be used with caution.  
  Methodological issues surrounding the use of saga material are complicated by 
the fact that much of the narrative material in the Íslendingasögur and konungasögur is 
thought to be based on earlier skaldic poetry, a large proportion of which dates from the 
Viking Age.32 Some of this poetry is still extant, but it must be assumed that saga authors 
drew upon a wider corpus of poetry than that which now survives. On the one hand this 
suggests that much basic information provided about the careers of poets in the sagas 
could have a basis in much earlier tradition. On the other, it means that using saga 
material as a window into the poet’s profession involves a certain degree of circularity: 
the skald communicates information about himself in his verse, which is then used as a 
source for and reiterated in Icelandic saga prose. The sagas are therefore problematic as 
a window into the careers of Viking-Age poets. Use will be made of saga material in 
Chapter II.v.–vii. to elucidate the roles that poets might have played in Viking-Age 
Scandinavia. However, this will be done in full awareness of the above considerations, 
and the question of the historicity or otherwise of saga material will remain open.  
  Skalds often refer back to the mythological source of poetic inspiration, the ‘mead 
of poetry’, in their verses.33 In discussing poets and poetry in a cosmological context, it 
will be necessary to turn to mythological sources. Mythological material is frequently 
accessed in skaldic kennings, and some skaldic poems—especially pre-Christian 
                                                             
29 The konungasögur contain many of the verses, and accompanying prose contexts, which will be 
discussed in Chapter II.v.–vii. The qualities of poets as they appear in the Íslendingasögur will be discussed 
in Chapter IV.iii.b. 
30 See Vésteinn Ólason, ‘Family Sagas’, p. 102. 
31 The question of the historicity of the sagas has been a controversial one since scholarship on these texts 
began. For a summary of the scholarly positions to date, see Driscoll, ‘Truth’. 
32 See Jesch, ‘Orkneyinga saga’, pp. 162–3, 173 and Anderson, Growth, pp. 99, 206. 
33 The myth of the poetic mead will be treated in Chapter I.i.a. and throughout Chapter III. 
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ekphrastic poems and erfidrápur—concern themselves almost exclusively with 
mythological themes and ideas.34 However, the poetry most often used to access Old 
Norse mythology as it might have existed in the Viking Age is that which is found, with 
accompanying prose, in the Codex Regius manuscript, GKS 2365 4to, from the later 
thirteenth century.35  
  There are important methodological implications when using the Codex Regius 
poems to shed light on earlier mythology. The poems of the Codex Regius, as with most 
poetry classified as ‘eddic’, are distinguishable from most skaldic poetry in that they are 
anonymous without exception, and do not discuss contemporary events.36 This means 
it is not possible to date them reliably, and, consequently, the extent to which these 
poems accurately describe pre-Christian Scandinavian mythology is difficult to 
establish.37 Certain poems, such as Vǫluspá, are regarded as early and reasonably reliable 
witnesses to Scandinavian mythology and religious belief as it might have existed in the 
Viking Age, whereas others, such as Grottasǫngr and Skírnismál, are thought to be later 
literary creations and are held to have less value in this regard.38 However, it ought to 
be kept in mind that all of these poems appear in a manuscript that postdates the end 
of the pre-Christian period by almost three centuries, and one which was compiled and 
edited in a thoroughly Christian intellectual milieu.39 Indications of this fact are 
apparent even in the earliest poetry.40 
  It should also be added that, like skaldic poetry, eddic poetry also tends to be 
allusive in the treatment of its subject matter. Many of the most obscure poems lack any 
kind of explanatory prose, and therefore assume mythological knowledge on the part of 
the listener or reader. In some important cases, this makes the interpretation of the 
relevant verse difficult. In stanza 10 of Vǫluspá, for instance, the poet attaches great 
importance to a dvergr called Mótsognir, but does not explain why this is so. As this 
figure is not mentioned in other texts, this makes the interpretation of the verse difficult. 
                                                             
34 Ekphrastic or ‘picture’ poems will be treated in Chapter II.viii. 
35 On the date of GKS 2365 4to, see Handrit.is. 
36 See n. 2 above. 
37 Ascribing dates to particular eddic poems has long been a contentious issue in scholarship. For an 
overview, see Fidjestøl, The Dating of Eddic Poetry. 
38 See Orton, ‘Pagan Myth and Religion’, p. 308 on the extent to which the poetry of the Codex Regius 
reflects pre-Christian religion. See also Herschend, ‘Skírnismál’ and Grottasǫngr, ed. Tolley, pp. 31–3.  
39 See Gunnell, ‘Eddic Poetry’, p. 83. 
40 Vǫluspá, which is often regarded as the ‘oldest’ or most traditional eddic poem, shows many signs of 
Christian influence. See Vésteinn Ólason, ‘Vǫluspá and Time’, p. 31; McKinnell, Both One and Many, p. 127; 
Quinn, ‘Editing the Edda’. 
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Scribal variation also furnishes a variety of different manuscript readings for certain 
verses, and this can be both fascinating and problematic. Such a case is also presented 
in stanza 10 of Vǫluspá. This verse will be discussed in Chapter III.iv.c. 
  Perhaps the most important source of mythological information relating to 
poetry and poetic composition is Snorri Sturluson’s Edda. This is a treatise on the 
composition of skaldic poetry completed in the early thirteenth century.41 Snorri’s text 
contains a great deal of mythological verse—both eddic and skaldic—along with 
accompanying explanatory material. As a source, Snorra Edda shares two important 
issues with Icelandic saga material: firstly, it was completed centuries later than the 
poetic source material on which it is based, and secondly, it recycles or exacerbates some 
of the interpretative problems inherent in such poetic material. Snorri frequently 
modifies and reinterprets his sources to fit the didactic purposes that he outlines in the 
prologue to his work, at times bringing it into alignment with Christian ideas,42 and at 
others, systematising it so that it appears consistent and explainable.43 Both Snorra Edda 
and eddic poetry can, when combined, furnish a fairly detailed picture of Old Norse 
mythology, but engagement with the mythological aspects of poetic composition and its 
practitioners must be conducted sensitively, and in full awareness of the above 
methodological issues.  
 
iii.b. Sources for craftsmen 
The sources which can be used to elucidate the role of craftsmen in Viking-Age 
Scandinavia present difficulties of their own. Craftsmen do not occupy as significant a 
place in the Old Norse corpus as poets. The relative dearth of Old Norse literature on 
craftsmen is largely on account of the fact that these figures were not, like poets, 
responsible for preserving tradition. Instead, craftsmen leave a significant imprint in the 
archaeological record in the form of both workshop remains and the items that they 
produced, including weapons, armour, and dress items.44 This has major implications 
for how the occupation of historical craftsmen is characterised. Returning to poets for a 
                                                             
41 On the date of Snorra Edda, see Clunies Ross, A History, p. 151. 
42 See Clunies Ross, A History, pp. 174–83 and Faulkes, ‘Pagan Sympathy’. 
43 For instance, in his telling of the myth of Þórr’s visit to the jǫtunn Geirrǫðr, Snorri supplies an episode 
to explain the initiation of the story which is not present in his source, the skaldic poem Þórsdrápa. See 
Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion, p. 79. Roberta Frank (‘Snorri and the Mead of Poetry’) also argues that 
Snorri’s version of the myth of the poetic mead represents an attempt to synthesise difficult poetic sources 
into a consistent story. 
44 The archaeological remains for craft activity are discussed in Chapter II.ii. 
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moment, it can be said that while skaldic poetry is not unproblematic as a source, it is 
nevertheless highly communicative—it ‘speaks’. Skalds frequently reflect upon their 
own craft; on their relationship with their patron(s) and on the purchasing, preparation 
and delivery of their services. The archaeological remains that craftsmen leave behind 
are far less helpful in this regard. Crafted items were, like poetry, central to the operation 
of social, political and economic life among the Scandinavian elite—a fact that will be 
discussed in Chapter II.i.—but how such items entered into and operated within these 
spheres cannot be gleaned from the items themselves. They are, as it were, ‘silent’. This 
is exacerbated by the fact that for many archaeological finds, the location or manner of 
their burial does not straightforwardly indicate their contexts of production, use and 
deposition.45 
  Prestigious artefacts, such as richly ornamented swords, therefore do not 
preserve the same kind of specific details as might be expected from texts, such as the 
identity and social status of the craftsman responsible for their production; how and 
where the craftsman acquired the necessary materials and knowledge to craft the item; 
how the craftsman conveyed the item to his patron, at what price, and what the nature 
of this relationship was; and, most importantly, how the craftsman and his creative 
process were perceived. This is not to say that crafted items and the remains of craft 
activity cannot be informative, however. The products of craftsmen can reveal their 
maker’s comparative level of skill and how innovative his designs were. Further, the 
distribution patterns of artefacts can reveal what styles of ornamentation prevailed in 
which areas and, in the case of workshop finds, where and for which milieu craftsmen 
plied their trade. In some special cases, it is possible to establish with reasonable 
confidence where particular craftsmen travelled and worked.46  
  There are precautions that must be observed when using archaeological material 
as a source. These are too complex to outline in their entirety here, but some comments 
pertinent to this investigation will suffice.47 Firstly, it should be cautioned that extant 
finds are not to be taken as an exact reflection of Viking-Age material culture. The 
distribution patterns of archaeological finds naturally correspond with the areas which 
                                                             
45 For instance, the famous assemblage of craftsmen’s tools known as the Mästermyr chest was deposited 
in mysterious circumstances, and this leaves no clues as to the significance of the items within. This means 
that the find is difficult to interpret. See Arwidsson and Berg, The Mästermyr Find, pp. 6, 32–4. 
46 See Chapter II.ii.b.–c. See also Wicker, ‘The Organisation of Crafts Production’, p. 147 and Pedersen, ‘A 
Question of Mobility’, pp. 266–7. 
47 For a fuller account, see Hodder and Hutson, Reading the Past.  
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have been the subject of the most intensive excavation. Statements in this thesis 
regarding the distribution of material are made in the knowledge that the presence of 
finds in one area and their absence in another could be the result of archaeological 
attention or neglect respectively—or indeed of pure chance.48 Secondly, and in this same 
vein, the richness of the craft activity that was conducted at a particular site is not 
straightforwardly indicated by the amount of gold and silver extant at the time of 
excavation. The paucity of valuable raw material at a given workshop site could be the 
result of the careful working practices of the resident craftsmen, who ensured that the 
smallest amounts of precious metal were used.49 It is beyond doubt that more high-class 
crafting activity was carried out than the archaeological record suggests. Thirdly, when 
objects under discussion are grave goods, it should be acknowledged that such objects 
were placed in burials with a deliberate agenda and do not necessarily indicate that the 
figure with whom they are buried owned or used them in life. In such cases it is difficult 
to extrapolate the significance or function of the item in question, or the role of the 
interred.50 Fourthly, caution must be exercised when using comparative archaeological 
material from other areas and periods to shed light on craft activity in Scandinavia. For 
instance, Anglo-Saxon finds can often be helpful in building up a more complete picture 
of how the craftsman might have operated in Viking-Age Scandinavia.51 However, it is 
important to acknowledge that the societal and cultural differences involved mean that 
drawing such archaeological parallels always requires a degree of extrapolation. In spite 
of the above issues, archaeological evidence remains essential when building a picture 
of the Viking-Age Scandinavian craftsman and his creative process. 
  Such a picture cannot be constructed, however, without also consulting textual 
sources. Craftsmen feature to varying degrees across the whole corpus of Old Norse 
literature. They appear chiefly as mythological dvergar in the Codex Regius poems; 
Snorra Edda; skaldic kennings and in the fornaldarsögur and riddarasögur, and as 
humans in the Íslendingasögur, konungasögur and skaldic corpus more generally. 
                                                             
48 Hjärthner-Holdar, Lamm and Magnus make the interesting point that the interpretation of the pre-
Viking-Age site of Helgö in Sweden, now known to have been an extensive centre for the production of 
prestige goods, would have been entirely different if archaeologists had not had the fortune to discover 
the relevant building group first (‘Metalworking and Central Places’, p. 161). 
49 According to Pedersen (‘Urban Community Production’, p. 128), ‘casting waste reflects how the 
craftspeople treated different metals. Every tiny fragment of valuable gold was taken care of, while lead 
was handled very liberally’. 
50 This is of particular pertinence to the so-called ‘smiths’ graves’ discussed in Chapter II.ii.c.  
51 See Chapter II, n. 63 and 102.  
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Expectedly, many of the methodological problems encountered in the case of poets 
discussed above also have to be confronted when dealing with craftsmen. However, the 
manner of their appearance in this diverse range of texts is arguably less problematic 
than was the case with poets. This is because, apart from instances where craftsmen are 
also poets—a situation which will be discussed at length in Chapter IV.iv.—craftsmen 
were not responsible for the creation and dissemination of the poetic tradition which 
underlies these texts. As craftsmen could not shape their own identity in the textual 
record, the description of these figures in extant texts is free from the kind of biases that 
one expects in the case of poets.  
  Craftsmen also appear in some different capacities than poets in the above 
sources. One important difference is that mythological texts, particularly Snorra Edda 
and the eddic poem Vǫluspá, contain a great deal of onomastic material relating to 
dvergr-craftsmen.52 These sources contain lengthy metrical lists which are made up of 
various dvergaheiti, or names of mythological dvergar. Onomastic evidence presents its 
own methodological challenges. One advantage of dvergaheiti is that they are highly 
descriptive, and provide important insights into the qualities of their referents. 
However, it is by no means a simple task to etymologise and define these names. In fact, 
it is not always clear that Icelandic audiences understood the precise meaning of the 
names either. Numerous misspellings and variations across manuscripts containing lists 
of heiti suggest that the extent to which certain names were understood or fixed in 
tradition was doubtful.53 It is possible to suggest that the names would have had 
meaning at some point prior to the thirteenth-century—and this is particularly valuable 
given the chronological focus of the present discussion—but, as with other anonymous 
eddic material, the dating of extant dvergaheiti is in most cases impossible. This makes 
onomastic material problematic as a source, and it is necessary to acknowledge this fact 
when using it to elucidate the nature and function of craftsmen. 
  As mentioned above, the fornaldarsögur constitute another important source for 
dvergr-craftsmen. These texts will be treated in Chapter III of this thesis, where 
craftsmen are discussed in a mythological context.54 Their use here requires some 
justification. A distinction is usually drawn by scholars between the pre-Christian 
                                                             
52 The important question as to whether dvergar should be considered craftsmen in and of themselves will 
be taken up in Chapter III.ii.b. This sub-section also makes much use of onomastic evidence.  
53 See Gould, ‘Dwarf Names’ and Motz, ‘New Thoughts on Dwarf-Names’. 
54 See, in particular, Chapter III.ii.b.; iii.c. and iii.d. 
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mythology which is preserved in early eddic and skaldic poetry and in Snorra Edda and 
the ‘fantastical’ or ‘folkloric’ material which forms the basis of many fornaldarsögur.55 It 
is not clear in the first place whether such a distinction would have been meaningful 
when the sagas were composed, considering that the fornaldarsögur have a close 
relationship with mythological poetry and often quote it directly.56 The use of the 
fornaldarsögur as a source for mythological dvergr-craftsmen can be justified on the basis 
that there is no significant disconnect in the identity, function or spatial configuration of 
dvergar across skaldic and eddic poetry, Snorra Edda, and the fornaldarsögur.57 As with 
the Íslendingasögur, it must be acknowledged that what is said in the fornaldarsögur 
reflects fourteenth-century Icelandic attitudes to some degree. Nevertheless, these texts 
reveal many relevant perspectives on craftsmen and their creative processes, and can be 
used with due caution.  
  Throughout this thesis, to reiterate, it ought to be kept in mind that textual 
sources are not to be accepted as wholly accurate depictions of the period which they 
purport to describe. Here it is useful to bear in mind Gísli Sigurðsson’s comment that 
‘what is remembered, told, recited and transmitted at any given time always contains old 
material as well as reflections of the present, individual interests, audience expectations 
and the social reality, ideology, learning and cultural conditions of the people involved’.58 
It is clear that an impression of the relationship between craftsmen and poets can never 
be reconstructed exactly as it existed in the Viking Age. However, proceeding with the 
above precautions in the following chapters, an approximation can be offered.  
 
iv. Conventions and terminology 
 
In this thesis, names will appear as they do in their respective Old Norse editions (e.g. 
                                                             
55 See Schjødt, ‘Kan myten være virkelighed?’, p. 172. This distinction is usually not straightforwardly 
acknowledged but can be detected in the absence of the fornaldarsögur in discussions about sources for 
Old Norse mythology (see, for example, Orton, ‘Pagan Myth’, pp. 306–11) and their treatment as ‘folkloric’ 
(as in Clunies Ross, Old Norse-Icelandic Saga, pp. 79–80). 
56 Schjødt (‘Kan myten være virkelighed?’, pp. 178–9) argues that the fornaldarsögur contain some useful 
reflections of Scandinavian pre-Christian religion. This is also the opinion of Stephen Mitchell (Heroic, 
pp. 40–1). Some texts also exhibit a very close relationship with the poetry on which they were based. 
Hervarar saga and Vǫlsunga saga, for instance, display their dependence on earlier poetry throughout. 
57 On the fixity of dvergar across the corpus of Old Norse literature see Wanner, ‘Giant’, p. 204. The æsir 
and jǫtnar, in contrast, experienced a marked shift in their transition from eddic and skaldic sources to 
the fornaldarsögur. 
58 ‘Oral Tradition’, p. 47. 
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Þórr, not Thor; Þorbjǫrn, not Thorbjorn). As with personal names, the names of special 
objects, such as Mjǫllnir, will be presented unitalicised. Epithets (e.g. Þorgrímr nef; 
Hallbjǫrn hali) will appear italicised and untranslated. Mythological beings will be 
referred to using their Old Norse terms wherever possible, so as to avoid projecting 
modern preconceptions upon them.59 Thus dvergr (pl. dvergar), jǫtunn (pl. jǫtnar) and 
áss (pl. æsir) will be used in preference for ‘dwarf’, ‘giant’ and ‘god’.60 In the absence of a 
preferable term, ‘gods’ will be used when referring to æsir and vanir collectively, and 
when translating ambiguous plural terms such as hǫpt, bǫnd and rǫgn. Where Anglo-
Saxon rulers are referred to in Old Norse texts, the form presented there will be retained 
(e.g. Aðalsteinn, not Æþelstan; Knútr, not Cnut).  
  Skaldic kennings will be formatted and translated in the same fashion as in the 
Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages series. Solutions to kennings will be 
placed in small capitals, and heiti will be solved in angle brackets. For example, the 
kenning granstraumar Grímnis will be translated in the form ‘lip-streams of Grímnir 
<=Óðinn> [POEM]’.61 Skaldic verses with convoluted syntax will also be presented in prose 
word order following the verse in question.  
  Translations in this thesis are my own unless otherwise stated. Quotations of 
single terms and phrases consisting of four words or fewer will be presented in italics and 
will be translated in square brackets following the text in question. Quotations of five 
words or more will be referenced and translated in an accompanying footnote.  
  In this thesis, ‘Scandinavia’ is taken to refer not only to the Scandinavian 
peninsula, i.e. to the land encompassed by the modern countries of Denmark, Sweden 
and Norway, but also to Iceland, as is common in British usage. The term ‘Old Norse’ is 
taken to refer to the language, literature and mythology deriving from Viking-Age and 
medieval Scandinavia as defined above. When used in a Scandinavian context, the term 
‘medieval’ is taken to refer to the period from the end of the Viking Age until the 
beginning of the sixteenth century. This follows wider practices established in historical 
research on Scandinavia.62 
 
                                                             
59 On this tendency in scholarship, see Ármann Jakobsson, ‘Trollish Acts’, p. 40 and ‘Taxonomy’, pp. 199–
201. 
60 On the distortionary effects of the term ‘giant’ in scholarship on Old Norse texts, see Grant, ‘Giant 
Proportions’. 
61 On this kenning, see Chapter III.iv.e.  
62 See, for instance, Helle, ‘Down to 1536’. 





At the beginning of this thesis, stanza 15 of Egill Skallagrímsson’s Arinbjarnarkviða was 
quoted to illustrate the point that some skalds conceptualised their art as a skilled craft, 
and identified themselves as verbal craftsmen. In this chapter, the analogy between 
poetic composition and skilled crafting as it appears in the skaldic corpus will be 
explored in greater depth. This connection will be treated in several stages. This chapter 
will proceed with a treatment of the basic connections that poets espoused between the 
art of creating poetry and the construction of material objects. Correspondences 
between poems themselves and crafted items will then be considered, followed by the 
ways in which poets conceived of their own role as akin to that of the craftsman. In 
establishing the seriousness with which skalds regarded the connection between poetic 
composition and skilled crafting in the skaldic corpus, this chapter will illustrate the 
need for a fuller interrogation of the links between poetic composition and skilled 
crafting in the Old Norse corpus more generally.  
 
I.i.a. The background 
Before turning to links between crafting and poetic composition which skalds express in 
their poetry, it should be acknowledged that a conceptualisation of the poetic process 
quite different from that espoused by Egill in Arinbjarnarkviða predominated in the 
skaldic period.1 A complex mythology was developed by Viking-Age poets to explain the 
origin of their art, and how they were able to harness it. A synthesised narrative account 
of the myth of the origin of poetry is provided by Snorri Sturluson at the beginning of 
his Skáldskaparmál.2 In Snorri’s account, and across the corpus of skaldic poetry, the 
skill of poetic composition is presented as deriving from the god of wisdom and war, 
                                                             
1 By the ‘skaldic period’, I refer to the period between the late-ninth and fifteenth centuries in which the 
skaldic poetry now extant is thought to have been composed. It should be kept in mind that, as outlined 
in n. 2 in the Introduction, the precise designation of a ‘skaldic’ corpus is fraught with difficulty. Further, 
it is likely that some form of skaldic poetry was composed antecedent to the late-ninth century, but is 
now not extant. Although convenient, it should be acknowledged that the designation of a ‘skaldic period’ 
is therefore necessarily imprecise. 
2 On the character of Snorri’s account as a synthesis, see section v. below. 
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Óðinn. Poetry itself was conceived of as a potent alcoholic beverage which was brewed 
by dvergar, hoarded by jǫtnar, procured at great risk by Óðinn and finally gifted to 
humans. The skaldic corpus contains a great number of kennings which reference every 
aspect of the genesis, recovery and distribution of this liquid poetry, such as drykkr 
Regins [drink of Reginn <dvergr> [POETIC MEAD]]; hornstraumr Hrímnis [horn-stream of 
Hrímnir <jǫtunn> [POETIC MEAD]]; fengr Viðurs [booty of Viðurr <=Óðinn> [POETIC 
MEAD]] and gjǫf Grímnis [gift of Grímnir <=Óðinn> [POETIC MEAD]].3 Poetic performance 
itself was construed as a passive but often violent regurgitation of the liquid poetry 
which Óðinn granted to the most proficient skalds. In stanza 3 of his Vellekla, for 
instance, Einarr skálaglamm says that ‘vágr Rǫgnis eisar fyr vísa’, and further that ‘alda 
ǫldrhafs Óðrœris þýtr við fles galdra’.4 In this metaphorical system, the poet becomes a 
bearer and offerer of Óðinn’s liquid poetry. This role is frequently referred to in third-
person self-referential kennings. Kormákr Ǫgmundarson, for example, describes himself 
as bjóðr forsa niðs Bestlu [offerer of the waterfalls of the descendant of Bestla <=giantess> 
[=Óðinn > POETRY > POET]].5  
 The conceptualisation of poetry as an alcoholic drink which is vomited forth is a 
complex cognitive metaphor. It expresses a range of similarities between verse, which is 
stored in the mind, issues from the mouth, is heard by listeners and has an inspiring 
effect, and fermented liquid, which is stored in and issues from a vessel, is drunk, and 
has an intoxicating effect.6 This metaphor can also be linked with the concept of 
‘knowledge-as-liquid’ which is observable in the Old Norse literary corpus more 
generally.7 Poets’ self-identification as mouthpieces of the divine must also have served 
the function of inflating the value of their verse.  
 The identification of poetry as a divinely gifted alcoholic drink in the skaldic 
corpus communicates much about the perception of the poetic art, and also about poets’ 
perceptions of their own role. However, the almost ubiquitous conceptualisation of 
poetry as a divine liquid which the poet involuntarily vomits forth downplays the 
                                                             
3 These kennings are from stanza 1 of Haraldr hárfagri’s Snæfríðardrápa; stanza 1 of Eysteinn Valdason’s 
Poem about Þórr; stanza 1 of Ormr Steinþórsson’s, Poem about a Woman and stanza 1 of Úlfr Uggason’s 
Húsdrápa respectively. 
4 Einarr skálaglamm Helgason, Vellekla 3 (ed. Marold, SkP 1.I, p. 285) — ‘the wave of Rǫgnir <=Óðinn> 
[POETIC MEAD] rushes before the prince’; ‘the wave of the ale-sea of Óðrœrir <=vat> [POETIC MEAD] resounds 
against the skerry of galdr [TEETH].’ 
5 Kormákr Ǫgmundarson, lausavísa (Vatnsdœla saga, ed. Einar Ól. Sveinsson, p. 253). 
6 Orton, ‘Spouting Poetry’, p. 293. 
7 See Quinn, ‘Liquid Knowledge’, especially pp. 200–4. 
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creative agency of the skald. The focus on the myth of the origin of poetry in the skaldic 
corpus, Snorra Edda and in scholarship on the subject can give the impression that 
skalds did not recognise—or at least did not wish to acknowledge—the complexity of 
their art or their own centrality in the poetic process.  
 This might seem peculiar, given that the creation of skaldic verse was an 
incredibly complex exercise in the pre-literate societies of Viking-Age Scandinavia. Little 
has been preserved concerning the rigorous instruction that would have been necessary 
to become a proficient skald. It is clear that for much of the skaldic period, poetical 
knowledge would need to be passed on orally. This much is suggested by the interactions 
between Egill Skallagrímsson and the younger poet Einarr skálaglamm described in 
chapter 80 of Egils saga: 
 
Þat var eitt sumar á alþingi, at Einarr gekk til búðar Egils Skalla-Grímssonar ok 
tókusk þeir at orðum ok kom þar brátt talinu at þeir rœddu um skáldskap; þótti 
hvárumtveggja þær rœður skemmtiligar. Síðan vanðisk Einarr optliga at ganga til 
tals við Egil.8  
 
One summer at the alþing, Einarr went to the booth of Egill Skallagrímsson, and 
they spoke to each other and soon started a conversation about poetry; it seemed 
to each of them that these conversations were enjoyable. Afterwards Einarr often 
took pains to go and talk to Egill. 
 
The saga author unfortunately provides no specific details about skaldic pedagogy, and 
suggests only that knowledge of the poetic art was transmitted through frequent 
conversation. This represents the primary means by which knowledge was transferred 
in Scandinavia before the coming of literacy, as in non-literate societies across the globe. 
Walter Ong suggested that ‘human beings in primary oral cultures…learn by 
apprenticeship…by listening, by repeating what they hear, by mastering proverbs and 
ways of combining and recombining them.’9 What the passage about the conversations 
between Egill and Einarr also does not indicate is that the kind of oral training necessary 
                                                             
8 Egils saga, ch. 80 (ed. Bjarni Einarsson, p. 162). 
9 Orality and Literacy, p. 9. 
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to become a proficient skald was likely extremely laborious and difficult.10 Stephen 
Tranter called the skaldic craft ‘a poetic tradition which practised the most densely 
regulated metrical art in Western medieval literature’.11 Aside from the extremely 
complex metrics of skaldic poetry, trainee skalds would also be required to cultivate an 
in-depth understanding of kennings, heiti and other metaphorical devices, and would 
require an enormous stock of mythological knowledge and poetic vocabulary to 
construct these. That such a wealth of technical and terminological information is 
preserved in Snorra Edda indicates that teaching and learning the skaldic art in an oral 
society would have required the memorisation and application of great amounts of 
information. This much is also borne out by the early poetical treatise Háttalykill and 
the þulur which are preserved in some manuscripts of Snorra Edda.12 Accordingly the 
composition of individual poems could have taken a lengthy amount of time. This much 
is suggested in the name of Þjóðólfr ór Hvíni’s poem Haustlǫng, which means ‘autumn-
long’.13 Enormous investments of time, energy and expertise were therefore necessary at 
every stage of the poetic process—whether that be in the learning of the poetic art, the 
composition of poetry itself, or the actual recitation of the finished work. However, these 
practical considerations are all but whitewashed in a mythology that presents poetry as 
a passive rush of divine inspiration.  
 Other ancient European societies did not mythologise the poetic process to the 
same degree as Viking-Age Scandinavians. In the literature which survives from these 
societies, the expertise required for the production of poetry is expressed metaphorically 
through a comparison between poetic composition and physical crafts. In Ancient 
Greek, a producer of verse was called a ποητής (poētḗs)—a word which gave Latin poeta 
and Modern English ‘poet’. This word derives from the verb ποιεῖν (poieîn), ‘make, 
shape,’ and literally means ‘maker, craftsman’.14 Similarly the Old English noun 
scop/sceop is likely related to the verb scieppan ‘shape, make’. The cognate Old High 
German term scapheo is even used to gloss the Latin phrase carminum conditor [maker 
                                                             
10 Much has been written on the development of skaldic pedagogy in Scandinavia, and the oral stages 
antecedent to this. See, for example, Gurevich, ‘“Ok varð it mesta skald”’; Quinn, ‘Eddu List’; Clunies Ross, 
Skáldskaparmál; Faulkes, Skáldskaparmál, I, pp. xxxvii–xxxix. 
11 ‘Artes Poeticae’, p. 140. 
12 On Háttalykill, see Tranter, ‘Artes Poeticae’, pp. 142; 150–1 and on þulur, see Gurevich, ‘Þulur in 
Skáldskaparmál’. 
13 Richard North suggests that the implication of this title is ‘[poem composed] the autumn long’; see The 
Haustlǫng, p. xxiv for a more detailed discussion. The time taken to compose skaldic verse is discussed in 
greater detail in Chapter II.v.a. 
14 Onions, English Etymology, ‘poem’; Beekes, Etymological Dictionary of Greek, ‘poētes’. 
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of songs].15  
 These societies developed the analogy between poetic composition and physical 
crafts further, and particularly favoured the conceptualisation of the poet as a worker of 
verbal threads or textiles. As Robert Bringhurst has it, ‘thought is a thread, and the 
raconteur is a spinner of yarns—but the true storyteller, the poet, is a weaver.’16 In the 
fifth century BC, the Greek lyricist Pindar uses the word ῥαψῳδός (rhapsōidós) for poets. 
This word, which produced English ‘rhapsody’, ultimately derives from the verb ῥάπτειν 
(rháptein), ‘sew, stitch.’17 This same sense of poetry as an intricately woven object is also 
captured in Latin texere ‘weave’, which gave the noun textus and the English word 
‘text’.18 The idea found in early Greek and Latin literature that poetic composition 
involved intricate verbal weaving and twisting also achieved popularity in the early 
Germanic world. For the seventh-century Anglo-Saxon poet Aldhelm, to compose 
poetry was fingere serta or texere serta, ‘to form’ or ‘to weave threads’.19 In this analogy, 
raw lexical, metrical and narrative ‘strands’ are twisted and knitted into intricate works 
of verse. In lines 1236–7 of the ninth-century Old English poem Elene, Cynewulf remarks 
ic frod wordcræft wæf [I, wise, wove eloquence, i.e. poetry]. A similar phrase, wordum 
wrixlan [twist words together], appears in lines 366 and 874 of Beowulf and once in 
‘Riddle 60’ of the Exeter Book.20 These examples indicate that an acknowledgment of the 
skill involved in the poetic art was widespread in ancient Europe.21  
 
I.i.b. Bragi Boddason 
As stanza 15 of Egill’s Arinbjarnarkviða indicates, some Scandinavian poets were also 
eager to express the expertise involved in the composition on the European model by 
comparing their art to skilled crafts. In fact, the analogy between poetic composition 
and craftsmanship espoused in the skaldic corpus reached a far higher level of 
                                                             
15 See Werlich, Der westgermanische Skop, p. 68 and Opland, Anglo-Saxon Oral Poetry, p. 241. The 
etymology of the term scop has been the subject of some debate. See Skop, pp. 67–86. 
16 The Elements of Typographic Style, p. 25. 
17 Onions, English Etymology, ‘rhapsody’. 
18 The original sense of texere as weaving is preserved in English ‘textile’. See Onions, English Etymology, 
‘text’. 
19 Leyerle, ‘The Interlace Structure of Beowulf’, p. 4. 
20 The conceptualisation of poetic composition as weaving in Old English literature is treated in Cavell, 
Weaving Words, pp. 131–8. See also Hyer, ‘Textiles’, pp. 214–5. 
21 Modern coinages such as ‘wordsmith’ indicate that the analogy between poetic composition and crafting 
continues to have relevance today. Although the term ‘wordsmith’ appears plausibly Old English in origin, 
the first recorded use of the word is in 1873. See the Oxford English Dictionary entry at 
https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/271792#eid1226289060 (accessed 29 October 2019). 
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complexity than in other European literatures, and was developed well beyond the 
parallels espoused in stanza 15 of Egill’s Arinbjarnarkviða. In exploring the links made 
between poetic composition and craftsmanship throughout the skaldic corpus, it is 
fitting to begin with a lausavísa thought to have been composed by the ninth-century 
poet Bragi Boddason.22 In this verse, Bragi—who is considered the producer of some of 
the earliest extant skaldic poetry—lists various ways of referring to poets. His stanza 
runs as follows: 
 
 Skald kalla mik, 
 skapsmið Viðurs, 
 Gauts gjafrǫtuð, 
 grepp óhneppan, 
 Yggs ǫlbera, 
 óðs skap-Móða, 
 hagsmið bragar. 
 Hvats skald nema þat?23 
 
I am called a skald, Viðurr’s <=Óðinn’s> shaping-craftsman [POET], Gautr’s 
<=Óðinn’s> gift-receiver [POET], unscanty poet, server of Yggr’s <=Óðinn’s> ale 
[POETRY > POET], shaping-Móði of poetry [POET], skilled craftsman of poetry 
[POET]. What is a skald if not that? 
 
If the dating of this verse to the ninth century is accepted, then it is clear that the poetic 
process was already significantly mythologised by this early point in the skaldic period. 
Bragi identifies himself as Óðinn’s poet (skapsmiðr Viðurs) and the recipient of his gift 
(Gauts gjafrǫtuðr), and this suggests that an ability to shape poetry was already seen as 
a divine blessing by Bragi’s time. Bragi also conceives of poetry as an alcoholic beverage 
and of the poet as its deliverer (Yggs ǫlberi). Although the conceptualisation of the poetic 
art as a passive skill and of the poet as an Odinic disciple is already advanced in this 
possibly ninth-century verse, there is arguably a greater stress here on the 
                                                             
22 The most recent editor of the poem, Clunies Ross, does not doubt the authenticity of its attribution to 
Bragi Boddason, which would place it in this early period. See her editorial notes at SkP 3.I, p. 64 and Lie, 
‘Skaldestil-studier’, pp. 5–13. 
23 Bragi Boddason, An exchange of verses (ed. Clunies Ross, SkP 3.I, p. 64). 
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meticulousness of the poetic process.  
 As has just been noted, Bragi calls himself skapsmiðr Viðurs, and in so doing 
aligns himself with Óðinn, the god of poetry. However, it is telling that in explicating 
the essential meaning of the word skald, he makes reference in the first instance to a 
smiðr—that is, a practitioner of a material craft.24 Bragi immediately draws a 
metaphorical link between the arrangement of words and sound and the skilled creation 
of objects in physical space. The addition of the element skap- increases the sense of the 
poet as a skilled creative agent. This is likely related to the verb skapa [create, shape], 
and is ultimately cognate with the Old English word scop and Old High German scapheo 
discussed above.25 Skapsmiðr Viðurs can then be translated as ‘Viðurr’s creative/shaping 
craftsman’.26 The same sense of skap- is present in the next kenning of interest, skap-
Móði óðs. As John Lindow points out, Móði is the name of one of the sons of the áss 
Þórr, but here it is simply used as a heiti for ‘man’.27 Óðr is a common heiti for poetry in 
the skaldic corpus, and this allows for the translation of the kenning as 
‘creative/shaping-Móði of poetry’. The sense of the poet as a skilled creative agent is 
stressed a third time by the final kenning in Bragi’s verse, hagsmiðr bragar. The basic 
kenning, smiðr bragar [craftsman of poetry], expresses once more the sense that poetry 
is something that can be shaped by a skilled artisan. The prefixing of hag- in this kenning 
is highly illuminating. The adjective hagr is used to describe expertise in physical 
craftsmanship in all other instances in the Old Norse corpus.28 Its application in the 
context of a poet’s self-characterisation serves as a reminder that proficiency in poetic 
composition was not always perceived as being acquired from the divine—it could also 
be mastered through experience, much like physical crafts. As with the previous 
kenning, skap-Móði óðs, Óðinn does not appear here as a necessary part of the poetic 
                                                             
24 The word smiðr, like its Old English cognate smiþ, could refer to craftsmen working in various media 
including wood and metal. It therefore has a broader semantic range than its Modern English cognate, 
‘smith’. 
25 See section i.a. 
26 On this interpretation, see the editorial notes by Clunies Ross (SkP 3.I, p. 65). Alternatively, skap could 
be translated as ‘mind’. In this case, skapsmiðr Viðurs becomes a tvíkent kenning with a transposed 
determinant, which can be translated as ‘smith of the mind of Viðurr [POETRY > POET]’. In this kenning, 
skap Viðurs refers to the mead of poetry. For other kennings of this kind, see Chapter III.iv.e. This 
interpretation is adopted by Potts (‘Extant Corpus of Kennings for Poetry’, pp. 85–7) and Clunies Ross 
(SkP 3.I, p. 65). 
27 Lindow, ‘Narrative Worlds’, p. 23. 
28 The renowned craftsman Skallagrímr, for instance, is described as ‘hagr maðr á tré ok járn’ (Egils saga, 
ch. 1, ed. Bjarni Einarsson, p. 1 — ‘a skilled man in [working] wood and iron’). On Skallagrímr’s skills as a 
metalworker, see Chapter IV.iv.a. 
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process. The essentiality of the poet’s status as a craftsman of sorts—a hagsmiðr—is 
stressed in the self-referential question which follows, hvats skald nema þat? [what is a 
skald if not that?]’.  
 In its suggestion that the poetic art is sponsored by Óðinn; that poetry is a divine 
drink and that the poet is its deliverer, Bragi’s stanza anticipates the dominance of the 
mythological conception of the poetic process in the skaldic corpus. However, with its 
focus on the creative agency of the poet and particularly on the ways in which verse is 
crafted and shaped, it represents a continuation of a more intuitive conception of poetic 
composition which was widespread in ancient and medieval European societies. In fact, 
over the course of the skaldic period, poets developed the link between crafting and 
poetic composition espoused in Bragi’s lausavísa to a striking level of complexity and 
vividness. In what follows, the ways in which poets compared their art, their products 
and their own profession to those of the craftsman will be considered in turn.  
 
I.ii. Poetic composition as a form of craft 
 
I.ii.a. Making poetry 
Beginning with the perception of poetic composition as a kind of craft, then, it is clear 
that at a basic level Viking-Age Scandinavian poets regarded the marshalling of oral 
material in much the same way as their European counterparts. Just as the verb ποιεῖν 
(poieîn) is used of the production of poetry in Ancient Greek texts, so the most common 
verb for poetic composition in Old Norse, yrkja, is drawn from the sphere of physical 
crafting. This verb is cognate with Old English wyrcan and Modern English ‘work’. It is 
used in Old Norse texts to refer both to the manipulation of physical material such as 
wood and metal and to the working of verbal material into poems, and in this it attests 
to an essential connection between the art of the craftsman and that of the skald.  
 Yrkja was adopted as the chief verb to describe poetic composition in both prose 
and poetic texts. In the skaldic corpus, however, other verbs were borrowed from the 
field of material crafting to describe the working of poetry. After yrkja, the most 
common verb used for the poetic process is smíða which, like its Old English cognate 
smiþan, otherwise refers exclusively to the manipulation of physical material. The use of 
the verb smíða for poetic composition occurs in numerous different contexts in the 
skaldic corpus. A fitting example is found in the first stanza of Hallar-Steinn’s twelfth-
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century poem Rekstefja:  
 
 Hǫrs gnótt hrunda sléttum 
 hljóðs kveðk mér at óði 
 randhvéls rennu Þundi; 
 Rekstefju tekk hefja. 
 Skýrunn skjaldar linna 
 skalk fríðum lof smíða 
 þing-Baldr Þróttar mildum, 
 þeims fremstr varð beima.29 
 
Kveðk mér hljóðs gnótt hrunda hǫrs at sléttum óði Þundi rennu randhvéls; tekk 
hefja Rekstefju. Skalk smíða lof fríðum skýrunn linna skjaldar, mildum þing-Baldr 
Þróttar, þeims varð fremstr beima. 
 
I request silence for myself from the multitude of valkyries of linen [WOMEN] for 
the smooth poem about the Þundr <=Óðinn> of the rush of the wheel-shield 
[BATTLE > WARRIOR = Óláfr Tryggvason]; I raise up Rekstefja. I shall craft praise for 
the beautiful tree of the cloud of the snakes of the shield [SWORDS > SHIELD > 
WARRIOR = Óláfr], for the generous Baldr <=áss> of the meeting of Þróttr <= 
Óðinn> [BATTLE > WARRIOR = Óláfr], he who became foremost of men. 
 
This example is not only notable for its description of poetry as sléttr [smooth]—an 
adjective which of course usually applies to physical objects. Hallar-Steinn also mentions 
his intention to smíða—craft or forge—praise about the Norwegian king Óláfr 
Tryggvason. Another fascinating example of the use of smíða is found in a verse 
attributed to Skarpheðinn Njálsson. After decapitating his enemy Sigmundr for 
composing a níð verse, Skarpheðinn instructs a shepherd to take his head to Hallgerðr. 
He then remarks in verse that Hallgerðr would recognise ‘hvárt þat hafi smíðat þungt 
níð.’30 Here Skarpheðinn engages directly with the constructive aspect of poetic 
                                                             
29 Hallar-Steinn, Rekstefja 1 (ed. Stavnem, SkP 1.II, p. 897). 
30 Skarpheðinn Njálsson, lausavísa (Brennu-Njáls saga, ed. Einar Ól. Sveinsson, pp. 472–3) — ‘whether that 
[the head] has crafted the weighty níð’. It is significant that the poetry in question obtains a physical 
property—that of weight or mass. This is indicative, perhaps, of both its crafted nature and of its severity. 
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composition, in much the same way as Bragi and Egill. As with Hallar-Steinn’s verse, the 
use of the verb smíða accompanies an attribution of physical qualities to the poem in 
question. Sigmundr’s poetry is not smooth like that of Hallar-Steinn, but þungt [heavy]. 
This is a remarkable quality to attribute to a verbal, aural poem. The suggestion that 
Sigmundr could compose something verbally which bears weight indicates how closely 
poetry could be thought of as approximate to material objects. A similar pairing of smíða 
and níð also appears in a lausavísa by Hallbjǫrn hali, which he recites after his purported 
acquisition of poetic skill from the ghost of Þorleifr jarlsskáld. The first stanza runs: 
 
 Hér liggr skáld, þats skalda 
 skǫrungr vas mestr at flestu; 
 naddveiti frák nýtan 
 níð Hǫ́kuni smíða.31 
 
Hér liggr skáld, þats vas mestr skǫrungr skalda at flestu; frák nýtan naddveiti 
smíða Hǫ́kuni níð.  
 
Here lies a skald who was of poets the greatest hero in many ways; I heard the 
useful point-offerer [WARRIOR] crafted níð against Hákon. 
 
This association between smíða and níð in the verses of Skarpheðinn and Hallbjǫrn is 
encouraged by the full internal rhyme created by their apposition, but it is unlikely that 
the choice of words here is governed entirely by metrical considerations. In the first 
place níð verse was regarded as particularly impactful, and this perhaps recommended 
its comparison with material objects. In some cases, the recitation of níð verse could 
cause physical changes to people or the environment. In two lausavísur preserved in 
Kormáks saga, the eponymous poet suggests that his níð poetry is so potent that it will 
cause stones to float. In chapter 5 of Þorleifs þáttr, the recitation of the poem Jarlsníð 
causes the hall to darken; weapons to float and kill the hall’s inhabitants; and the hair of 
the poem’s addressee to fall out.32 It is clear that while poetry could in general be 
characterised as a crafted good which bears quasi-physical characteristics, this was 
                                                             
31 Hallbjǫrn hali, lausavísa 1 (ed. Heslop, SkP 1.I, p. 383). 
32 On the destructive power of Jarlsníð, and other níð poetry, see Chapter II.vi.c. 
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especially true of níð verse, which could cause very real damage. 
 
I.ii.b. Poetic composition as weaving 
Old Norse texts reveal that the production of ornate speech was also thought to involve 
more specific kinds of skills which were analogous to physical crafts. Much like in other 
ancient and medieval European societies, this process is in several cases conceptualised 
as a kind of verbal weaving. This is most clearly attested in stanza 12 of the eddic poem 
Sigrdrífumál. Here, the valkyrja Sigrdrífa tells Sigurðr: 
 
 Málrúnar scaltu kunna,      ef þú vilt, at mangi þér 
  heiptom gialdi harm;  
 þær um vindr,       þær um vefr,  
  þær um setr allar saman,  
  á því þingi,       er þióðir scolo 
  í fulla dóma fara.33 
 
Speech-runes you ought to know, if you wish no one to repay your sorrows with 
hostility; you wind them, you weave them, you set them all together, at the 
assembly where people must go into full courts.  
 
In this stanza, words are depicted as being laced together, as well as being set side by 
side. The málrúnar mentioned here are more likely to be verbal rather than epigraphic 
in nature, as they are put together at an assembly where oral recitation would have been 
a central aspect. The sentiment expressed in this verse that eloquent speech is produced 
by an intricate process of verbal weaving accords with wider Indo-European 
conceptualisations of oral composition. Indeed, the use of the word vefr in the above 
stanza parallels the construction used by Cynewulf, wordum wæf, both semantically and 
etymologically.  
 A similar connection between verbal discourse and weaving might also be found 
in the eddic poem Vafþrúðnismál. The name of the wise jǫtunn and chief antagonist of 
the poem, Vafþrúðnir, can literally be translated as ‘he who weaves mightily’.34 This 
                                                             
33 Edda, p. 192. 
34 De Vries suggests that this name means ‘kräftig im verwickeln’ (‘powerful in entanglement’), being 
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name should not be taken as an indication of the jǫtunn’s proficiency at actual 
weaving—not only because weaving was an exclusively female art,35 but also because 
this makes little sense in the context of the wisdom contest with which the poem is 
occupied. Instead, the name Vafþrúðnir should be seen as a reflection of the jǫtunn’s 
threatening verbal abilities. Vafþrúðnir is exclusively known for his famous battle of 
words and wits with Óðinn, a contest in which, at least in principle, Óðinn faces 
ensnarement and death by the jǫtunn’s confounding versified tests. The jǫtunn’s name, 
then, implies that the production of cunningly wrought speech could be thought of as 
verbal weaving.  
 As these appear to be the only two cases in the Old Norse corpus where the 
arrangement of verbal material is likened to weaving—and neither example refers 
specifically to the production of poetry—it is clear that this analogy was never as popular 
in Scandinavia as in other areas of Europe. In the skaldic corpus, poetic composition is 
much more commonly described in terms of the related act of twisting strands together. 
This conception of verbal composition is hinted at in the use of the verb vinda [wind] in 
stanza 12 of Sigrdrífumál above. The earliest extant reference to skaldic verse as an object 
that is twisted and interlaced can be found in stanza 2 of Úlfr Uggason’s Húsdrápa. Úlfr 
refers to an otherwise unattested conflict between the æsir Loki and Heimdallr, and then 
suggests kyndik áðr þǫ́ttum mærðar [I revealed [that] earlier in the strands of the praise 
poem]. In this example, Úlfr’s poem is conceived as an object twisted from multiple 
strands or threads. This idea is developed further in later poetry. In stanza 4 of 
Gamanvísur, a poem allegedly composed by Haraldr harðráði in the middle of the 
eleventh century, Haraldr enumerates his various skills, among which is poetic 
composition. He first declares ‘fetk at smíða lið Yggs’, and towards the end of the verse 
notes ‘kannk hyggja…bragþǫ́ttu’.36 The first remark stresses Haraldr’s proficiency in the 
skill of constructing poems in a general sense. The second suggests that understanding 
the ‘strands’ that make up poems was also an important aspect of the compositional 
                                                             
comprised of the elements vafi [something woven] and þrúðr [power]. See Altnordisches Etymologisches 
Wörterbuch, ‘Vafþrúðnir’, and Davidson, ‘Insults and Riddles’, p. 30. 
35 See Hoffmann, ‘Vever’, p. 679 and Jochens, Women in Old Norse Society, p. 139. 
36 Haraldr harðráði Sigurðarson, Gamanvísur 4 (ed. Gade, SkP 2.I, pp. 39–40) — ‘I excel at crafting the 
drink of Yggr <=Óðinn> [POETRY]’; ‘I can understand the threads of poetry’. The term þáttr is widely used, 
particularly in saga literature, to refer to individual narrative strands. This word is particularly apt for 
skaldic poetry, where a verse might have several syntactically comprehensible units woven together like 
thread in tapestry or interlace. On the concept of þættir in saga literature, see Clover, ‘The Long Prose 
Form’, pp. 30–9. 
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process. The poetic þættir which Úlfr and Haraldr mention conceivably refer to the 
individual sentences and kennings which are broken up and interlaced to fulfil the 
metrical requirements of skaldic verse, but which remain grammatically connected. The 
idea of poetry as an object comprising numerous intricately twisted strands persisted 
into the later skaldic period. The compound bragþǫ́ttr reappears in a lausavísa of 
Rǫgnvaldr jarl Kali Kolsson in the twelfth century, also in the context of a display of 
poetic skill, and the phrase þáttr óðar [thread of poetry] is used in stanza 2 of an 
anonymous poem devoted to Magnús lagabœtr in the thirteenth century.37 This speaks 
of the continued relevance of the conception of poetic composition as a process of verbal 
threading.  
 
I.ii.c. Poetic composition as metalworking 
The most obvious inspiration for this conception of poetic composition as a twisting of 
threads is textile production. However, it has already been established that skalds 
disposed of the ancient and widespread analogy between eloquent speech and sewing 
or weaving. Further investigation reveals that the conceptualisation of poetic 
composition as a twisting together of strands may draw its inspiration from the semantic 
field of precious metalworking. In several instances, the verb slyngva is used to refer to 
the composition of poetry, where it refers to twisting and interlacing. In the final stanza 
of the early thirteenth-century poem Málsháttakvæði, verse is said to have been slungit 
saman [twisted together],38 and in stanza 4 of the fourteenth-century poem Lilja, the 
poet refers to slungin lof [twisted poems].39 In stanza 45 of Geisli, which dates from the 
twelfth century, Einarr Skúlason suggests that a certain Eindriði slǫng rœðu í brag 
[twisted a story into the poem].40 These instances are significant when one considers 
that slyngva usually means ‘throw, cast’. With very few exceptions, the only other 
context in which slyngva refers to twisting is in reference to the fine wirework on 
exquisitely crafted objects of gold and silver.41 Sveinbjörn Egilsson and Finnur Jónsson 
                                                             
37 See Anon., Poem about Magnús lagabœtr 2 (ed. Gade, SkP 2.II, pp. 810–11). 
38 Anon., Málsháttakvæði 30 (ed. Frank, SkP 3.II, p. 1243). 
39 The most recent editor of Lilja, Martin Chase, pairs slungin with fræðin [wisdom] (SkP 8.II, p. 566), but 
such an application of slungin to wisdom would be unique. Finnur Jónsson’s original pairing of slungin 
and lof is still metrically plausible and seems to make more sense (Skj BII, p. 391). 
40 Einarr Skúlason, Geisli 45 (ed. Chase, SkP 7.I, p. 44). 
41 The use of the verb slyngva in skaldic poetry to refer to poetic composition, and its association with 
metalworking, were pointed out by Kreutzer (Dichtungslehre, p. 261). However, Kreutzer did not 
comment on the meaning or significance of this verb when used to describe the poetic process.   
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point out that the past participle slunginn is almost exclusively used ‘om guld eller 
guldringe, hvorved ringen eller de spiralformede vindinger betegnes’.42 Examples of this 
sense of the verb slyngva referring specifically to metalwork can be found in the skaldic 
corpus itself. In stanza 14 of a poem dedicated to Guðmundr Arason, Einarr Gilsson 
refers to slungin gull [twisted gold].43 Perhaps most tellingly, in stanza 89 of Háttatal, 
Snorri Sturluson refers to gull slungit við þátt [gold twisted with wire].44 In this example, 
þáttr is a technical term referring to the fine wire that is used for the intricate decoration 
of precious metal objects.  
 It is therefore conceivable that the bragþǫ́ttr referred to by Haraldr harðráði, as 
well as the other examples mentioned above, draw upon the field of elite metalworking 
rather than that of textile production. Skalds did not cast themselves as producers of 
verbal textiles, as Anglo-Saxon, Roman and Greek poets were accustomed to do. Instead, 
they aligned their craft with the masculine and highly skilful art of elite metalworking. 
This strategy was likely intended to impress: the construction of poems became akin to 
the twisting of valuable gold and silver wire. Poems themselves were made to resemble 
fine wirework or filigree—verbal counterparts to the kind of splendid decoration which 
might adorn prestige dress objects and weapons.45 However, the conceptualisation of 
poetic composition on the basis of elite metalworking only represents a development of 
what was a more fundamental association between poetic composition and skilled 
crafting. The use of the verbs yrkja, smíða and slyngva to describe the poetic process 
suggests that skalds wished to express the fact that, like material crafting, the production 
of verse required training, skill and dedication. It also reveals that poets perceived an 
inherent conceptual similarity between the arranging of words into finished poems and 
material crafts, which required the manipulation of physical material.  
 
I.iii. Poetry as smith-work 
 
I.iii.a. Poetry as a crafted item 
The characterisation of poetic composition as an act which resembled crafting in a 
                                                             
42 Lexicon Poeticum, ed. Sveinbjörn Egilsson, rev. Finnur Jónsson, ‘slyngva’ — ‘of gold or gold rings, where 
the ring itself or the spiral windings are meant’. 
43 Einarr Gilsson, Vísur um Guðmund biskup 14 (ed. Finnur Jónsson, Skj BII, p. 433). 
44 Snorri Sturluson, Háttatal 89 (ed. Gade, SkP 3.II, p. 1199).  
45 Such objects, and their political functions, will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter II.iii. 
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general sense and fine metalworking in a narrower sense prompts closer consideration 
of the perception of skaldic verse itself. It should come as little surprise that skalds 
extended the similarity between the shaping of words and the shaping of materials to 
include the poetry which they produced. This verse, as the product of verbs drawn from 
the sphere of material crafting such as yrkja, smíða and slyngva, is conceptualised as a 
kind of verbal object by Scandinavian poets.  
 Just as skalds employed verbs drawn from material crafting to describe the poetic 
process, so they applied nouns used to describe crafted items to their poetry. One such 
noun which was frequently used for this purpose is smíð. This word, related to the verb 
smíða, is usually used of objects produced by craftsmen working in physical media, such 
as wood and metal.46 Possibly the earliest instances of this word in reference to skaldic 
verse appear in two lausavísur attested in Bjarnar saga Hítdœlakappa. In a lausavísa 
preserved in chapter 14 of this saga, the eponymous Bjǫrn refers to his poetry as bragsmíð 
[poetry-smíð], and this word is also used in a lausavísa attributed to Bjǫrn’s sister. The 
term smíð also abounds in post-conversion skaldic poetry. The twelfth-century poet 
Ormr Steinþórsson refers to poetry as hróðrsmíð [praise-smíð]. The word bragsmíð is 
also used in stanzas 8 and 28 of the fourteenth-century poem Brúðkaupsvísur, and in 
stanza 2, the poet also refers to his product as a lofsmíð [praise-smíð]. In stanza 37 of the 
late fourteenth-century poem Drápa af Maríugrát, the poet specifically describes the 
structure of his poem as a smíð, suggesting that different components of poems could 
be singled out as intricately crafted. The use of smíð in the above contexts indicates that, 
just as poetic composition was conceived of as an act of verbal construction, the finished 
product—the poem—was characterised in a basic sense as a crafted product.  
 
I.iii.b. What was poetry made of? 
Skalds expanded further on the analogy between their poems and constructed objects. 
It has already been suggested that the work of poetic composition involved the 
arrangement of different verbal strands into a finished product. Naturally, then, 
Scandinavian poets considered skaldic verse to be made up of different components 
which are analogically linked to material crafting. At the most fundamental level, skalds 
                                                             
46 For example, in chapter 4 of Áns saga bogsveigis, a bow crafted by a dvergr is called a smíð. In chapter 
4 of Króka-Refs saga, a ship crafted by the eponymous Refr is similarly described. 
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recognised that the basic unit that made up a poem was verbal in nature.47 Words were 
conceived of as the basic materials used to construct poems, and they were treated as 
storable and moveable objects. This idea is present in both Old Norse and Old English 
tradition. In the latter, speech and poetic composition are often initiated when the 
speaker unlocks his wordhord [word-hoard] or wordloca [word-box], a kind of visualised 
mental lexicon where words used for constructing poems and other oral works are 
stored.48 Implicit in the concept of the wordhord is the analogy between individual words 
and deposited treasure. A similar conceptualisation of the mind as a capacious place 
containing the material for poetic composition also exists in the corpus of skaldic poetry. 
In stanza 5 of Sonatorrek, Egill Skallagrímsson claims ‘ber ek mærðar timbr máli laufgat 
út ór orðhofi’.49 Here the verbal material needed to craft poetry obtains a quasi-physical 
existence as Egill conveys it from his mental temple to his mouth, ready to be shaped 
into verse.  
 While in Old English tradition words were conceived of as hoarded treasure, the 
above example suggests that some skalds treated them instead as different kinds of raw 
material that could be worked and combined through the application of creative ability 
to form complete poems. Egill provides another example of this tendency in stanza 25 
of Arinbjarnarkviða, where he relates ‘bar ek orð saman…hlóð lofkǫst þann er lengi 
stendr óbrotgjarn í túni bragar’.50 Words are conceptualised here as a portable raw 
material that can be brought together and stacked. The figurative materiality of the 
finished poem, which stands (stendr), is unlikely to break apart (óbrotgjarn) and exists 
in a visualised space (tún bragar) implies that the words used to construct it obtain a 
similar materiality. Egill’s reference to his poem as a burial mound emphasises not only 
that his poem is constructed with great skill and effort—something which is also 
expressed when skaldic poetry is referred to as a smíð. Egill also stresses that spoken 
words can be arranged, like wood, metal or indeed earth, to form concrete objects. A 
similar picture of words as components in an enduring monument is also found in the 
final stanza of Eyvindr skáldaspillir’s Háleygjatal, where the poet relates ‘vér gǫ́tum jólna 
                                                             
47 Here it is assumed that ‘word’ as a concept can be taken as synonymous with ‘lexeme’, that is, a linguistic 
unit that has an independent existence in the speaker’s mental lexicon. See Julien, ‘Word’, pp. 617—624. 
48 On this see Cavell, Weaving Words, p. 231 and the references there. 
49 Egill Skallagrímsson, Sonatorrek 5 (Egils saga, ed. Bjarni Einarsson, p. 148) — ‘I carry the timber of 
praise, leafed with speech, out from my word-temple [MIND]’. 
50 Egill Skallagrímsson, Arinbjarnarkviða 25 (Egils saga, ed. Bjarni Einarsson, p. 162) — ‘I brought words 
together…piled up the praise-mound [POEM], which will long stand, unlikely to break apart, in the 
enclosure of poetry [MIND/ORAL POETIC CORPUS].’ 
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sumbl sem steinabrú’.51 If Eyvindr’s poem is a brú, then his words are the stones, piled 
up and fitted together. Such metaphors not only suggest the analogical similarity 
between words and materials. They also reveal a conception of oral poems as complex 
objects which, when correctly constructed, remain in a concrete form.  
 This tendency to characterise the spoken word as though it were a material object 
abounds in the corpus of Christian skaldic poetry.52 In stanza 67 of his Geisli, Einarr 
Skúlason suggests ‘ber orð koma frá órum stóli bragar’.53 Almost as a parallel to Egill’s 
description of his orðhof, Einarr suggests that words are stored in and can be drawn from 
a visualised mental lexicon. These ber orð [bare words] are apparently inchoate, and 
have not yet been worked into poetry. They must be shaped by a verbal craftsman in the 
same way that smith might fashion objects from pieces of raw metal. A more concerted 
engagement with the materiality of the word as a raw resource is evidenced in stanza 3 
of the anonymous Lilja, where the verses of the poem are ‘vorðin svá, að mætti orðin 
laugaz öll í glóanda gulli’.54 Here the poet not only suggests that the word is the basic 
compositional unit that makes up poetry. In his suggestion that it was as though these 
words were washed in gold, he likens his verse to an exquisitely crafted and decorated 
material object. In the Old Norse literary corpus, prestige items are often washed in gold 
in much the same way as the words that make up the verses of Lilja. In chapter 22 of 
Vǫlsunga saga, for instance, the shield of the hero Sigurðr is ‘markaðr ok laugaðr í rauðu 
gulli’.55 Similarly in chapter 11 of Sǫrla saga sterka, a dragon-headed ship is ‘stáli sleginn 
ok gulli laugaðr’.56 The poet of Lilja thus makes a direct comparison between his work 
and that of the material craftsman. It is highly significant in the context of this 
investigation that words are presented as storable, portable, shapable and can be 
embellished. Poetry, which is fashioned from these physicalised words, becomes akin to 
                                                             
51 Eyvindr skáldaspillir Finnsson, Háleygjatal 13 (ed. Poole, SkP 1.I, p. 212) — ‘I have made a feast of the 
gods [POEM], like a bridge of stones’. On this stanza, see Jesch, ‘Skaldic Verse’, p. 191. 
52 Although Christian poets followed their predecessors in treating skaldic composition as an oral art, it 
ought to be acknowledged that many of their poems were composed directly onto vellum. Therefore, the 
influence of the fixity of the written word on the conceptualisation of verbal material must be accounted 
for (see Attwood, ‘Christian Poetry’, p. 50). The principles and metaphors of poetic composition that were 
rooted in orality proved to be remarkably resilient, however, and survived until the end of the skaldic 
period. As Attwood suggests (‘Christian poetry’, p. 43), ‘poets throughout the Christian period were 
attempting a delicate chemistry’. For an overview of Christian skaldic poetry, see Clunies Ross, A History, 
pp. 114–41; Fidjestøl, ‘Pagan Beliefs’ and Abram, ‘Post-Pagan’. 
53 Einarr Skúlason, Geisli 67 (ed. Chase, SkP 7.I, p. 61) — ‘bare words come from my seat of poetry [MOUTH]’. 
54 Anon., Lilja 3 (ed. Chase, SkP 7.II, p. 565) — ‘worked so that the words might be washed in shining gold’. 
55 Vǫlsunga saga, ch. 22 (FAS I, p. 163) — ‘marked and washed in red gold’. 
56 Sǫrla saga sterka, ch. 11 (FAS III, p. 385) — ‘inlaid with steel and washed in gold’. 
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material prestige objects which are themselves crafted from a variety of valuable 
components.  
 
I.iii.c. Yrkisefni: the stuff of praise 
Although the word was an important compositional element, skaldic verse was thought 
to contain more than verbal material alone. In practical terms the exercise of poetic 
composition involved the careful arrangement of words in fulfilment of extremely 
complex rules. However, skaldic poetry is ultimately a heightened form of discourse, and 
beyond its complex metrics, diction and metaphorical devices, it must communicate 
meaningful information. As shall be discussed at some length in Chapter II.iv., skaldic 
poetry often served as political propaganda, and was commissioned at great expense to 
announce the wealth, fame and achievements of its buyers. According to Bjarne 
Fidjestøl, ‘the skald’s task was to give expression to the official ideology of the 
monarchy…by selecting the most appropriate set of historical facts and presenting them 
in the light most favoured by the king, giving them a form which shed the greatest 
possible lustre’.57 These ‘historical facts’ and other flattering information on which 
skalds based their poetry were in turn conceptualised as a kind of raw material used in 
the construction of skaldic encomia. This material is referred to as efni in the skaldic 
corpus—a word which in prose texts usually refers to the materials from which physical 
objects are constructed.58 The clearest example of the use of efni to refer to the raw 
material used in the composition of poetry can be found in stanza 14 of Arnórr 
Þórðarson’s Hrynhenda, the first helmingr of which runs as follows:  
 
 Hefnir, fenguð yrkisefni;  
 Ǫ# leifs; gervik slíkt at mǫ́lum;  
 Hlakkar lætr þú hrælǫg drekka  
 hauka; nú mun kvæði aukask.59 
 
Hefnir Ǫ# leifs, fenguð yrkisefni; gervik slíkt at mǫ́lum; þú lætr hauka Hlakkar 
                                                             
57 ‘The King’s Skald’, p. 77. 
58 In chapter 4 of Króka-Refs saga, for instance, the eponymous Króka-Refr is asked by his companion 
Gestr to build a boat. He replies, ‘fá þú mér svá efni til ok smíðartól’ (Króka-Refs saga, ch. 4, Kjalnesinga 
saga, ed. Jóhannes Halldórsson, p. 127 — ‘bring me material for it then, and smithing tools’). 
59 Arnórr jarlaskáld Þórðarson, Hrynhenda 14 (ed. Whaley, SkP 2.I, p. 200). 
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drekka hrælǫg; nú mun kvæði aukask. 
 
Avenger of Óláfr [=Magnús], you procured poetry-efni; I work such into verse; 
you allow hawks of Hlǫkk <valkyrja> [RAVENS] to drink the corpse-sea [BLOOD]; 
now will the poem increase.  
 
A two-part relationship is established in this stanza: the Norwegian king Magnús 
Óláfsson procures (fá) the matter for the verse, that is, performs noteworthy deeds, and 
Arnórr works it (gera) into words. In the fascinating compound used to describe 
Magnús’s fame, the poem is referred to as an yrki. This word, which is related to the Old 
Norse verk and Old English geweorc, suggests that the poem produced by Arnórr was 
thought of as a crafted object. The efni which Arnórr uses to produce his poem is 
conceived of as a portable resource, which can be procured for the verbal craftsman.60  
 The earliest extant reference to the raw narrative material that can be formed 
into poetry has already been mentioned in this discussion in stanza 15 of Egill 
Skallagrímsson’s Arinbjarnarkviða. In this verse, the protean matter of Arinbjǫrn’s fame 
is called efni mærðar [the efni of praise]. This efni is presented as being meticulously 
shaped into a finished poem.61 The conceptualisation of reported fame as a workable 
resource in the same fashion as wood and metal is attested throughout the skaldic 
corpus. In the first helmingr of stanza 11 of Jómsvíkingadrápa, which dates from around 
the end of the twelfth century, Bjarni Kolbeinsson relates how the Jómsvíkingar were 
eager for renown: 
 
 Enn vildu þá einkum 
 ǫldurmenn, at skyldu 
 — slíkt eru yrkisefni — 
 ágæta sér leita.62  
 
 Enn vildu ǫldurmenn þá einkum at skyldu leita sér ágæta; slíkt eru yrkisefni.  
 
                                                             
60 It is instructive to note that the verb used for the acquisition of poetic efni (fá) is the same as in Króka-
Refs saga, where physical efni is meant. See n. 58 in this Chapter.  
61 See section iv.b. for a fuller discussion. 
62 Bjarni byskup Kolbeinsson, Jómsvíkingadrápa 11 (ed. Lethbridge, SkP 1.II, p. 968). 
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The chiefs then wished fervently that they should seek fame for themselves; such 
things are yrkisefni⁠. 
 
Here the ágæti [fame] of the Jómsvíkingar is in direct apposition to the yrkisefni, the 
quasi-physical material that is used to construct the poem in question. In the event, 
Bjarni provides over thirty stanzas describing the exploits of these warriors, and so his 
comment about their provision of poetic material holds true. A further fascinating use 
of efni can be found in stanza 51 of the fourteenth-century poem Katrínardrápa. In this 
verse, Kálfr Hallsson refers to his work as óðr efni mætum [a poem with costly material]. 
Mætr can be defined as ‘choice, valuable or rare’, which is likely an extension of the sense 
preserved in the related verb meta ‘measure out, quantify’. Kálfr’s verse attests to the 
fact that the efni of skaldic poetry can be characterised as expensive and sought after, in 
much the same way as valuable raw materials used in physical crafting. In this sense, the 
character of poetic efni parallels that of verbal material, which is also conceptualised as 
an expensive raw resource.  
 The above discussion indicates that, just as skalds conceived of the work of poetic 
composition as analogous to material crafting, so skaldic verse itself was envisioned as a 
crafted object. Words for Old Norse poetry such as kvæði, mál or ljóð often emphasise 
its nature as spoken or sung, and kennings frequently express its metaphorical status as 
an intoxicating drink.63 However, the use of the word smíð for skaldic verse expresses its 
technical complexity and the skill invested in its construction. It was argued above that 
poetry was thought to have been constructed by twisting different verbal strands 
together. This conceptualisation of the poetic process makes more sense when one 
considers that skaldic poetry was also thought to represent a complex interlace of 
different components: words on the one hand, which could be kept, moved, shaped and 
decorated, and on the other efni—usually the achievements and fame of the poet’s 
patron—which held value of its own and could be similarly shaped. The above evidence 
suggests that skalds did not entertain links between material crafting and poetic 
composition simply because of a superficial resemblance between the two arts. The 
conceptualisation of poetry as a kind of meticulously crafted verbal object indicates that 
                                                             
63 Kvæði, which is related to the verb kveða [speak], appears both as a standalone noun for poems and as 
a suffixed term in titles for poems, as in Haraldskvæði. Mál and ljóð, which are related to the verbs mæla 




skalds explored these links fully, and perceived a more profound correspondence 
between their art and that of the craftsman.  
 
I.iv. The poet as craftsman 
 
I.iv.a. Poets as smiðir 
Poets not only saw the poetic process as a kind of crafting, and skaldic poems as 
constructed objects. As the discussion of Bragi’s lausavísa earlier in this chapter 
indicated, poets also saw themselves as verbal craftsmen. This is a clear extension of the 
perception of the poetic process as a kind of crafting, and of skaldic poems as 
constructed objects. In some cases, as in Bragi’s verse, some poets acknowledged their 
status as verbal craftsmen directly. When meeting Yngvarr, a powerful retainer of the 
Norwegian king Haraldr hárfagri, Egill remarks ‘eigi mun þú finna betra þrevetran 
óðarsmið mér’.64 To take another example, Þormóðr Kolbrúnarskáld calls himself a 
smiðr stefja [craftsman of stef] in a lausavísa.65 Poets’ self-identification as smiðir neatly 
parallels the uses of the noun smíð to describe poetry and the verb smíða to describe its 
construction.  
 
I.iv.b. Tools of the trade 
While skalds employ a variety of verbs to describe the poetic process and frequently 
describe their poetry using elaborate metaphors, self-descriptive kennings such as those 
in the verses of Bragi, Egill and Þormóðr are relatively uncommon. Instead, poets usually 
explored their role as shapers of verse by conceptualising their body parts as tools which 
they used to shape verbal and narrative material into complex poems. In this they draw 
inspiration from material artisans such as carpenters and metalworkers, who shape 
physical material into complex objects using specialised equipment. Predictably, skalds 
considered the ‘tools’ of poetic composition to reside in the mouth. The most crucial of 
these oral tools was thought to be the tongue, which was considered the primary means 
by which words and sounds could be honed and shaped for their inclusion in verse. In 
                                                             
64 Egill Skallagrímsson, lausavísa (Egils saga, ed. Bjarni Einarsson, p. 162) — ‘you will not find a better 
poetry-smith of three years than me’. 
65 For this verse, see the textual notes at Vestfirðinga sögur, ed. Guðni Jónsson and Björn K. Þórólfsson, p, 




extant skaldic poetry, the first poet to extend the analogy between skald and smiðr to 
include the tools of poetic production was Egill Skallagrímsson. The most remarkable 
example of this development is in stanza 15 of Arinbjarnarkviða. This verse was quoted 
at the beginning of this investigation, but it is worth reconsidering here:  
 
 Erum auðskœf  
 ómunlokri magar  
 Þóris mærðar efni,  
 vinar míns,  
 því at valið liggja  
 tvenn ok þrenn  
 á tungu mér.66  
 
The praise-material of my friend, the kinsman of Þórir [=Arinbjǫrn], is easily 
smoothed with the voice-plane [TONGUE], since choices lie two and threefold on 
my tongue. 
 
In the first stage of this extended metaphor, the efni of Arinbjarnarkviða has to be valið 
[chosen]. Just as a carpenter might judiciously select timber or a smith assay precious 
metal, Egill singles out the choicest efni with which to fashion his poem. The suitable 
material for inclusion in his poem—presumably the words which fit the metrical and 
semantic demands of the verse—then lie tvenn ok þrenn [two- and threefold] upon his 
tongue. The image conjured is one of a practised craftsman in the early stages of his 
work, which is made promising by the abundance of suitable material. That the efni of 
Egill’s poem needs planing suggests that it is conceptualised as a rough, uncultivated 
material that requires the application of special knowledge and equipment to be 
successfully worked into poetry—quite like the ber orð [bare words] which Einarr 
Skúlason refers to in stanza 67 of Geisli. In Egill’s poem, however, the tongue is seen as 
central to an intricate act of verbal crafting, which is here based analogically on the 
skilled art of carpentry. It is conceived as an ómunlokarr, a ‘voice-’ or ‘sound-plane’ 
which the poet must skilfully wield in order to shape the poem’s efni. This particular 
metaphor remained pertinent for some centuries, as it appears in a slightly different 
                                                             
66 Egill Skallagrímsson, Arinbjarnarkviða 15 (Egils saga, ed. Bjarni Einarsson, p. 159). 
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form in stanza 34 of Katrínardrápa. Here, Kálfr Hallsson mentions ‘stef, þau er eg hefi 
smíðað með knífi stuðla’.67 In this example, Kálfr’s tongue is not a plane but a carpenter’s 
knife, which he uses to carve out the intricate features of his poem.These examples are 
interesting inasmuch as the words and ideas which make up poetry acquire a materiality, 
and the poet’s tongue becomes a means to shape them. Most important, however, is the 
fact that here the skald’s creative agency as both a possessor and user of poetic tools is 
given a paramount position.  
 
I.iv.c. Further developments 
A further conceptual development of the tongue as a tool of composition is found in the 
first stanza of Sonatorrek. Here, Egill laments his inability to stir his tongue to poetry: 
‘mjǫk erum tregt tungu at hrœra eða loptvætt ljóðpundara’.68 As above, the tongue is 
here the primary agent of poetic composition, and is presented as a tool that Egill is able 
to employ. It acts here as an instrument that can be used to measure out the physicalised 
poetic material deriving from the poet’s mind. This example gives the impression that 
the construction of poetry was thought to involve more than the honing of verbal 
material. The tongue, which was above characterised as a knife and plane, must in this 
verse weigh out and apportion words and sounds before they are worked into refined 
poetry.  
 The analogical connection between the tongue and crafting tools was extended 
to include other speech organs. This is reflected in the plural terms máltól [speech-
tools], bragartól [poem-tools] and raddartól [voice-tools] which appear in the skaldic 
corpus, and which must necessarily refer to other mouth organs than the tongue alone.69 
Perhaps the most developed metaphor of the mouth organs as poetic tools is found in a 
verse by Þjóðólfr Arnórsson preserved in Morkinskinna and Flateyjarbók. In the prose 
preface to this stanza, it is suggested that when travelling through Niðaróss, the 
Norwegian king Haraldr harðráði observes a tanner and a smith quarrelling in the street, 
and instructs his poet Þjóðólfr to render the fight in verse. In the resulting stanza, 
Þjóðólfr calls the hostile words of the smith ‘sía af afli smiðju galdra’.70 The mouth is 
                                                             
67 Kálfr Hallsson, Katrínardrápa 34 (ed. Wolf, SkP 7.II, p. 952) — ‘refrains, which I have crafted with the 
knife of stuðlar [TONGUE]’. On stuðlar, see section v. below. 
68 Egill Skallagrímsson, Sonatorrek 1 (Egils saga, ed. Bjarni Einarsson, p. 146) — ‘my tongue will not stir 
nor my poetry-scales [TONGUE] lift’. 
69 These examples appear in stanzas 19 and 50 of Geisli and stanza 3 of Lilja respectively. 
70 Þjóðólfr Arnórsson, lausavísur 5 (ed. Whaley, SkP 2.I, p. 169) — ‘molten substance of the forge of the 
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here conceptualised as a forge—a hot and volatile location where protean matter is 
transformed into a usable state. Words are depicted as an unformed, molten material 
which lies in this oral forge, resembling the ber orð [bare words] of stanza 67 of Geisli or 
the unformed efni of stanza 15 of Arinbjarnarkviða. However, this forge is only depicted 
as one instrument in a wider oral smithy. It can be assumed that the larger smiðja 
contains the tools for shaping and honing verbal material—vocal chords, teeth, the 
tongue, and so on—just as historical smithies required a range of tools for shaping 
molten metal. In Þjóðólfr’s metaphorical smithy, it is implied that in ordinary 
circumstances the unformed verbal material—the sía—would be transformed into 
refined speech by the wider oral smithy. In the event it is implied that, due to his angry 
exchange with the tanner, the owner of this oral forge ejects his words in a premature 
and volatile state before they can be adequately formed. In this fascinating extended 
metaphor, every aspect of the poetic process finds an analogue with material crafting: 
verbal material is likened to workable metal; speech becomes an act of smith-work; and 
the speaker becomes a user of oral tools.71  
 It was indicated above that poets characterised their art and their products by 
directly borrowing terms from the field of material crafting—words such as yrkja, smíða, 
slyngva, smíð and efni. This strategy also extended to poets’ characterisation of their own 
profession. As discussed above, a small number of skalds referred to themselves as verbal 
smiðir. The lexical links between crafting and poetic composition constitute an effective 
strategy by which the nature and skill of the poetic process could be conveyed. However, 
the conceptualisation of the tongue as a variety of oral tools and the mouth as a poetic 
workshop represents a particularly advanced exploration of the status of poets as verbal 
craftsmen. Taken together, such metaphors are far more expressive than verbal 
borrowings such as those discussed above. The conceptualisation of the tongue as a tool 
allows for the communication of more complex ideas about the poetic process—how 
poetic material could exist in a protean form and be weighed, planed and carved, and 
how the poet, who was responsible for the correct use of the tongue-as-tool, exhibited 
impressive skill. 
                                                             
smithy of galdr’ [VOCAL ORGANS > MOUTH > WORDS].  
71 The argument between the smith and tanner itself is not described in any great detail, but it was 
probably not versified. Nevertheless, as Þjóðólfr is a poet and is therefore interested in the 
conceptualisation of poetic composition, the image of the oral smithy which he offers can also be taken 
to apply meaningfully to the poetic process. 
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I.v. Poetic composition as shipbuilding 
 
I.v.a. The intellectual background 
The above discussion has indicated that poets could characterise themselves, their arts 
and their products with reference to a variety of material crafts. The working of wood 
with knives and planes; the shaping of metal in furnaces and its twisting into fine wire 
and even the construction of mounds and stone bridges all provided analogical 
underpinnings for the conceptualisation of the skaldic art. Having now considered the 
broad range of influences on the conceptualisation of the poetic process as a craft, it is 
time to turn to one particular material craft which exerted an especially important 
influence on poets’ conceptions of the poetic process. This is the art of shipbuilding. In 
the section of his thirteenth-century Third Grammatical Treatise entitled 
Málskrúðsfrœði [the science of speech-embellishment], Óláfr hvítaskáld Þórðarson 
treats the relationship between skaldic composition and ships:  
 
Þessi fígúra er mjǫk hǫfð í málssnildar-list, er rethorica heitir, ok er hon upphaf 
til kveðandi þeirar, er saman heldr nórænum skáldskap svá sem naglar halda skipi 
saman, er smiðr gerir ok ferr sundrlaust ella borð frá borði, svá heldr ok þessi 
fígúra saman kveðandi í skáldskap með stǫfum þeim, er stuðlar heita ok 
hǫfuðstafir. Hin fyrri fígúra gerir fegrð með hljóðs-greinum í skáldskap svá sem 
felling skips-borða, en þó eru fastir viðir saman, þeir sem negldir eru, at eigi sé 
vel feldir, sem kveðandi helz í hendingarlausum háttum.72  
 
This figure [paranomeon, i.e. alliteration] is much used in the art of eloquent 
speech, which is called rhetoric, and it is the foundation of that prosody that 
holds Old Norse poetry together, just as nails hold a ship together which a 
craftsman makes, and [which] go in loose order or plank from plank. So too this 
figure holds together prosody in poetry by means of those staves which are called 
stuðlar [alliterating letters in odd lines] and hǫfuðstafir [initial alliterating letters 
in even lines]. The earlier figure [rhyme] is embellished with sound-distinctions 
in poetry like the joining of the boards of a ship. Just as planks which are nailed 
                                                             




are firmly fixed together but may not be well-joined, prosody holds together in 
metres lacking internal rhyme.  
 
Here, Óláfr draws a complex parallel between norrœnn skáldskapr, ‘Old Norse poetry’, 
and skip sem smiðr gerir, ‘a ship which a craftsman makes’. That poetry should be 
considered a kind of verbal ship is primarily based on the analogical similarity between 
poetic composition and the process of shipbuilding.73 Óláfr suggests parallels between 
the loosely distributed nails of a ship and the stuðlar and hǫfuðstafir which might be 
thought of as the metrical underpinning of skaldic verse. The poetical term stuðill, which 
literally means ‘prop’, is likely to have been borrowed from the terminology of 
shipbuilding in the first place.74 Óláfr next compares distinctions between sounds to the 
joins between planks on a ship. He suggests that just as a ship’s planks need not be 
perfectly joined if they are nailed together, so poetry can function without the perfect 
‘joins’ between sounds which create aðalhendingar [fully rhyming syllables] and 
skothendingar [half-rhyming syllables]—provided it has the necessary alliterative ‘nails’. 
Óláfr’s comparison gives the impression that poems were, like ships, conceived of as 
being composed of distinct, carefully shaped parts which were fixed together to form a 
complex whole.  
 
I.v.b. Poetic shipbuilding in skaldic verse 
Óláfr’s expository passage is the most thorough technical treatment of the analogy 
between poem and ship in the Old Norse corpus. However, it is clear that skalds were 
exploring the analogical connections between poetry and ships independently of Óláfr’s 
Third Grammatical Treatise. In poems which postdate this work, skalds use other terms 
drawn from the field of shipbuilding, and develop the same analogy which Óláfr 
discusses. In the opening stanza of Lilja, the poet prays ‘leið líflig orð með listum í 
skorðum stuðla að vísan verði vunnin’.75 In this verse, the poet employs the noun skorða, 
which, unlike stuðill, has a specifically nautical application. Skorður were used to brace 
                                                             
73 Kreutzer (Dichtungslehre, p. 255) thought that the analogy between poem and ship lent itself to poets 
because both poems and ships were controlled. The poet, in this case, would be a stjóri [controller] of 
poetic ships. However, as discussed in the next sub-section, this analogy has deeper roots than this.  
74 Stuðlar were props or supports on Viking-Age and medieval Scandinavian ships. The word stuðill 
appears in a þula preserved in Snorra Edda which lists a variety of ship-names and ship-parts (Anon., 
Skipaheiti 5, ed. Gurevich, SkP 3.II, p. 869). 
75 Anon., Lilja 1 (ed. Chase, SkP 7.II, pp. 565–6) — ‘lead lively words with artistry, within the skorður of the 
stuðlar, so that verses might be worked’. 
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ships upright when beached and during construction.76 In the context of this verse, the 
poet is asking that his raw verbal material might be skilfully led into skorður so that the 
verses of the poem can be vunnin, crafted.77 This verse conjures up the image of a poetic 
shipyard, where the verbal materials required to construct the poetic ship have been 
gathered but not yet shaped. The analogy between shipbuilding and poetic composition 
continues to be a fruitful source for reflections on the technical nature of verse-crafting 
until the end of the skaldic period. In stanza 3 of his fourteenth-century poem 
Guðmundardrápa, Árni Jónsson mentions ‘veglig orð, með stuðlum skorðuð’.78 Here, as 
in Óláfr’s explicatory passage and in Lilja, metrical props are seen to support verbal 
material as it is worked into verse. Árni achieves this by using the verb skorða, which is 
of course related to the skorður referred to in Lilja. That the vocabulary of shipbuilding 
could be borrowed so seamlessly into skaldic poetics speaks of the perceived closeness 
of the two arts.  
 Although the metaphorical link between norrœnn skáldskapr and skip sem smiðr 
gerir is only formalised in treatises and poetical terminology from the thirteenth century 
onwards, Scandinavian poets were aware of this connection at a much earlier stage. 
Possibly the earliest mention of poetic composition as a kind of shipbuilding is found in 
one version of Bragi’s self-descriptive lausavísa. The version of this verse preserved in 
the C version of Snorra Edda (AM 748 II 4to), which dates from the end of the fourteenth 
century, gives the kenning skipsmiðr Viðurs [shipwright of Viðurr <=Óðinn> [POET]] as 
a variant of the more frequently attested skapsmiðr Viðurs.79 It is not possible to say with 
any certainty whether this reading predates the manuscript which contains it, but this 
is a possibility.80 The metaphorical connection between skaldic verse and ships is first 
                                                             
76 Falk (Altnordisches Seewesen, p. 31) offers a definition of skorður: ‘diese Streben kamen auch bei den für 
Winter aufgehohlten Schiffen und bei den auf den Strand gezogenen kleineren Fahrzeugen zur 
Verwendung; daher poetische Umschreibung für Schiff wie bersi, blakkr, drasill skorðu’ (‘these props came 
to be used for ships and smaller transports brought up onto the beach for the winter; this is why there are 
poetic circumlocutions for ship such as bersi, blakkr, drasill skorðu [bear, horse, steed of the skorða]’). 
Kreutzer (Dichtungslehre, p. 256) mentions the verb skorða in the context of its connection to ships, but 
does not make any note of the corresponding noun. 
77 It is unclear precisely what is meant by the genitive relationship in skorður stuðla, but it is probable that 
the stuðlar here act as a pars pro toto and stand for the poem as a whole. In other words, the stuðlar—and 
by implication the whole composition—are supported by poetic skorður. 
78 Árni ábóti Jónsson, Guðmunardrápa 3 (Skj BII, p. 441) — ‘magnificent words supported by stuðlar’. 
79 On the date of this manuscript, see Handrit.is. Skapsmiðr Viðurs is the reading in AM748 I b 4to; DG 11 
(Codex Upsaliensis) and Traj 1374x (Codex Trajectinus), whereas GKS 2367 4to (Codex Regius) gives the 
improbable reading skapskíðr Viðurs [lit. ‘mind-ski’ of Viðurr]. 
80 The fact that the kenning skapsmiðr Viðurs repeats the rare element skap- which is found a few lines 




fully explored by Egill Skallagrímsson, however. Egill notes in the opening stanza of his 
Hǫfuðlausn: ‘hlóðk hlut mærðar skut knarrar míns’.81 In this context, hlutr mærðar, the 
‘cargo’ or ‘stuff of praise’, might be considered analogous with the efni mærðar which 
Egill mentions in stanza 15 of Arinbjarnarkviða. In this verse Egill is filling his ship, which 
perhaps represents the constructed body of his poem, with mærð—versified praise. Egill 
does not explicitly describe his construction of poetic ships here, but as Hǫfuðlausn is 
conceived as a vessel, Egill is naturally its shipwright. With this being the case, his 
frequent treatment of the poetic process as woodworking in his other poems may be 
understood to relate to shipbuilding more specifically. As suggested in section iii.b., Egill 
procures inchoate poetic material leafed with praise from his orðhof. In stanza 15 of 
Arinbjarnarkviða, he reveals how such poetic timber is shaped: ‘erum auðskœf 
ómunlokri magar Þóris mærðar efni, vínar míns’.82 It is telling that Egill stresses that his 
verbal timber is auðskœf [easily planed], since ships in the skaldic corpus are often noted 
for being skafinn [planed].83 In Hǫfuðlausn, at least, the product of such a process of 
obtaining and smoothing verbal timber is a poetic knǫrr.  
 The analogy between the construction of ships and the composition of poetry 
teased out by Egill is treated more clearly by the twelfth-century poet Hallar-Steinn. In 
a fragment of verse dedicated to an unknown woman, the skald boasts: 
 
 Ek hef óðar lokri, 
 ǫlstafna, þér skafna, 
 væn mǫrk,—skala verki 
 vandr—stefknarrar branda.84 
 
Ek hef skafna branda stefknarrar þér lokri óðar, væn mǫrk ǫlstafna; verki skala 
vandr.   
 
I have planed the brandar of the stef-ship [POEM > UPPHAF] for you with [my] plane 
                                                             
81 Egill Skallagrímsson, Hǫfuðlausn 1 (Egils saga, ed. Bjarni Einarsson, p. 106) — ‘I stacked up the stuff of 
praise in the stern of my vessel’. 
82 Egill Skallagrímsson, Arinbjarnarkviða 15 (ed. Bjarni Einarsson, p. 159) — ‘the praise-material of my 
friend, the kinsman of Þórir [=Arinbjǫrn], is easily smoothed with the voice-plane [TONGUE]’. 
83 As Judith Jesch notes (Ships and Men, p. 145), Þjóðólfr Arnórsson refers to skafnir stafnir [planed prows] 
in stanza 21 of Sexstefja. Óttarr svarti also refers to a rudder that is skafinn [planed] in stanza 20 of his 
Hǫfuðlausn. 
84 Hallar-Steinn, Fragments 5 (ed. Marold, SkP 3.I, p. 206). 
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of poetry [TONGUE], beautiful forest of ale-prows [DRINKING HORNS > WOMAN]; this 
creation will not be difficult.  
 
Hallar-Steinn’s verse resembles stanza 15 of Egill’s Arinbjarnarkviða in a number of 
important respects. Both poets conceptualise their tongue as an oral plane with which 
they carefully smooth and refine their poetic material, and both comment on the nature 
of their work and the subject of their verse. Hallar-Steinn directly engages with the 
nautical metaphor, however. In this stanza, he notes how the brandar stefknarrar 
[brandar of the stef-ship] are skafnir [planed].85 While in Egill’s stanza the crafting 
process is described in medias res, here Hallar-Steinn describes the poetic ship after its 
painstaking creation. The above examples suggest that the essential similarity of the 
processes of shipbuilding and poetic composition that Óláfr Þórðarson explored in his 
Third Grammatical Treatise had their origins in the Viking Age, and continued to be 
drawn upon in the centuries that followed. More than any object produced by craftsmen 
working in material media, it was ships which were regarded as the closest physical 
analogues to constructed poems, and shipbuilding which most closely approximated the 
art of poetic composition.  
 
I.v.c. Dvergr-ships 
The examples reviewed thus far reveal that poets looked to the art of shipbuilding for 
both technical vocabulary and a means by which to analogically represent their own 
craft. Unlike the conceptualisations of poetry as a crafted or twisted object, however, the 
conception of poems as ships was so fundamental that it occupied a place in the 
mythology that developed around the poetic process. A number of skaldic verses from 
the pre-conversion period reveal that some poets were accustomed to view poetry as a 
ship associated with dvergar, the most accomplished craftsmen of the mythological 
world.86 A clear example of this conceptualisation of skaldic poetry is found in an 
anonymous verse quoted in chapter 3 of Skáldskaparmál, where the poet notes his 
                                                             
85 It is unclear precisely what brandar are, or what exact poetic feature they were thought to parallel. Jesch 
(Ships and Men, p. 147) suggests that the word refers ‘to some of the different parts that make up the end 
of the ship’, and the scholarly consensus is that brandar are part of the stem. Falk (Altnordisches Seewesen, 
p. 44) suggests that brandar were triangular pieces of ornately carved wood that flanked the stern of the 
ship, as on the Oseberg ship. Both interpretations make the kenning brandar stefknarrar soluble as the 
upphaf, or beginning, of the poem. Foote and Wilson (The Viking Achievement, p. 234) more cautiously 
suggest that the gunwale is the likely referent. The suggestions of Jesch and Falk seem preferable. 
86 On the crafting expertise of mythological dvergar, see Chapter III.ii.b. 
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readiness to recite: ‘á ek seinfyrnd skip dverga at senda’.87  
 Snorri Sturluson explains this puzzling conceptualisation of poetry as a skip 
dverga with reference to the myth of the poetic mead. In one episode of the myth as 
Snorri relates it, the dvergar who are responsible for producing the mead, Fjalarr and 
Galarr, drown a jǫtunn named Gillingr and kill his wife. In revenge, Gillingr’s nephew 
Suttungr takes the dvergar to a skerry out at sea where they are themselves liable to 
drown. They offer Suttungr the poetic mead as compensation for their deeds, and the 
jǫtunn presumably returns the dvergar to safety. On this basis, Snorri suggests ‘kǫllum 
vér skáldskap…farskost dverga, fyrir því at sá mjǫðr f[lut]ti þeim fjǫrlausn ór skerinu’.88 
Snorri later offers an alternative explanation for the kenning skip dverga, suggesting that 
it is instead the result of wordplay or ofljóst: ‘enn er kallaðr skáldskaprinn far eða lið 
dverganna; lið heitir ǫl ok lið heitir skip. Svá er tekit til dœma at skáldskapr er nú kallaðr 
fyrir því skip dverga’.89 In other words, Snorri suggests that skip dverga can be explained 
as a play on the kenning lið dverga, where lið can refer both to a ship or to an alcoholic 
drink. Snorri is presumably basing this explanation on the larger category of kennings 
which describes poetry as a ‘liquid/drink of dvergar’.90 Neither explanation is particularly 
satisfactory. No kenning of the type far/farskost dverga appears in the skaldic corpus. 
Base words in kennings of the type skip dverga always refer specifically to seagoing 
vessels. Further, extant poetry lends no support to Snorri’s claim that the mead had the 
function of ferrying the dvergar across the sea.91 Lastly, the kind of ofljóst to which Snorri 
refers in his second explanation only rarely appears in skaldic poetry, and would be 
unlikely to generate a whole category of kennings.92  
                                                             
87 Anon., lausavísa (ed. Gade, SkP 3.II, p. 512) — ‘I have a ship of dvergar [POEM] to send, slow to fade’. 
88 Skáldskaparmal, Prologue (ed. Faulkes, I, p. 4) — ‘we call poetry…transportation of dvergar, because 
that mead brought them deliverance from the skerry’. 
89 Skáldskaparmál, ch. 3 (ed. Faulkes, I, p. 14) — ‘poetry is also called the transport or lið of dvergar; ale is 
called lið and a ship is [also] called lið. This explains why poetry is now thus called ship of dvergar’. 
90 Consider, for instance, the kenning drykkr Regins [Reginn’s drink] which was cited in section i.a. of this 
Chapter. 
91 The only kenning for poetry which pertains to the ransoming episode which Snorri narrates is sátt Áms 
ok Austra [reconciler of Ámr <jǫtunn> and Austri <dvergr> [POETIC MEAD]] in a lausavísa by Ófeigr 
Skíðason. The kennings Gillings gjǫld [payment of Gillingr <jǫtunn> [POETIC MEAD]] in stanza 1 of Eyvindr 
Finnsson’s Háleygjatal and Hrauðnis gjǫld [payment of Hrauðnir <jǫtunn> [POETIC MEAD]] in stanza 5 of 
Tindr Hallkelsson’s Hákonardrápa are generally taken to refer to this same episode, but this is less certain. 
The antiquity of the first of these kennings, which is the only example to mention a settlement between 
jǫtnar and dvergar in the context of the mead myth, has been doubted (see Grettis saga, ed. Guðni Jónsson, 
p. xcvii). It is possible that Snorri constructed the entire ransoming episode to explain the existence of 
such kennings in the first place (see Mogk, Novellistische Darstellung and Frank, ‘Snorri and the Mead’). 
It should also be added that Snorri’s narrative does not suggest explicitly that the mead was present with 
the dvergar on the skerry. This is a significant discrepancy. 
92 One might compare Snorri’s unlikely explanation for the common kenning type ‘tree of battle’, which 
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 Since the specific link suggested by Snorri between skip dverga and the myth of 
the poetic mead is doubtful, it is worth considering this kenning type anew in the 
context of the analogical connection between shipbuilding and poetic composition 
discussed above. The earliest conceptualisation of verse as a ship of dvergar in the extant 
skaldic corpus is in the opening verse of Egill Skallagrímsson’s now-lost poem 
Skjaldardrápa:  
 
 Mál er lofs at lýsa  
 ljósgarð, er þá ek, barða,  
 mér kom heim at hendi  
 hoddsendis boð, enda. 
 Skalat at grundar Gylfa 
 Glaums misfengnir taumar, 
 hlýði þér til orða, 
 jarðgróins mér verða. 93 
 
Mál er at lýsa ljósgarð barða lofs enda, er þá ek at hendi; hoddsendis boð kom 
mér heim. Skalat at taumar Glaums grundar Gylfa jarðgróins misfengnir; hlýði 
þér til orða. 
 
It is time to light up the light fence of battles [SHIELD] which I took in hand with 
the end of praise [POEM]; the message of the offerer of treasure [GENEROUS MAN = 
Einarr skálaglamm] came to me at home. The reins of the Glaumr <horse> of the 
land of Gylfi <sea king> [SEA > SHIP] of the earth-grown one [DVERGR > POEM] will 
not be mishandled; listen to my words. 
 
In this fascinating verse, the kenning Glaumr grundar Gylfa jarðgróins cannot possibly 
refer to the vat of mead that Fjalarr and Galarr give to Suttungr for their ransom. The 
                                                             
refers to male warriors. Snorri suggests that a man might be considered a reynir [tester] or viðr [performer] 
of battle. Because reynir [rowan] and viðr [tree] are both words for trees, Snorri contends that a man is 
therefore also a ‘tree of battle’. On the improbability of such wordplay as a generator of kennings, see 
Skáldskaparmál, ed. Faulkes, I, p. xxxi. 
93 Egill Skallagrímsson, Skjaldardrápa 1 (Egils saga, ed. Bjarni Einarsson, pp. 165–6). This verse is preserved 
exclusively in the Mǫðruvallabók version of Egils saga. The name Skjaldardrápa is editorial. See Clunies 
Ross, ‘Verse and Prose’, p. 195. 
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poetic ship which Egill so riddlingly describes engages fully with the nautical metaphor, 
to the extent that it has taumar and is thus a fundamentally controllable and moveable 
object.94 As in Hǫfuðlausn, the picture presented in Egill’s Skjaldardrápa is of a poetic 
ship setting sail, only in this instance this ship is associated with the most formidable 
craftsmen in the divine world. In his capacity as an expert poet Egill casts himself as the 
pilot of this vessel, and his skill assures that the sails are not mismanaged—in other 
words, that his poem is correctly delivered. If it is accepted that the reference to the 
well-handled taumar of this verbal ship is a comment on the poem’s skilful performance, 
then this example offers a foil to the myth of the poetic mead. In the latter, poetic 
delivery is a passive process, but in the case of Egill’s dvergr-ship, the performance of 
poetry requires skill and the active engagement of the poet. The conceptualisation of 
poetry as a steerable ship associated with dvergar stresses the meticulousness of the 
poem’s construction and the mastery involved in its delivery.  
 Egill also takes up the idea of poetry as a dvergr-ship in stanza 3 of Sonatorrek:  
 
 Lastalauss  
 er lifnaði  
 á nǫkkvers 
 nǫkkva bragi; 
 jǫtuns háls 
 undir þjóta 
 Náins niðr 
 fyrir naustdyrum.95 
 
The first helmingr is difficult to translate satisfactorily; see below. The second 
helmingr can be rendered ‘the [blood from the] neck of the giant [WATER/POETRY] 
roars before the boathouse-door of Náinn <dvergr> [LIPS]’. 
 
                                                             
94 It is generally agreed that taumar, or aktaumar, are the ropes used for adjusting the sail of a ship, and 
are thus part of the apparatus for piloting it (see Falk, Altnordisches Seewesen, pp. 60, 65, 76; Foote and 
Wilson, The Viking Achievement, p. 65). Taumar are also reins used for steering horses, but given that the 
word Glaumr <horse> is the base word in a kenning for a ship in the above verse, its reins are nevertheless 
best understood as cables on a ship. 
95 Egill Skallagrímsson, Sonatorrek 3 (Egils saga, ed. Bjarni Einarsson, p. 147). 
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As noted, the first half of this stanza has not been satisfactorily translated to date.96 The 
adjective lastalauss [flawless] presumably agrees with a kenning which concludes the 
previous stanza, fagnafundr niðja Friggjar [joyful find of the kinsmen of Frigg <ásynja> 
[ÆSIR > POETIC MEAD]]. The presence of the words bragr [poetry] and nǫkkvi [ship] 
indicate that an association is likely being made between them in this verse. Further, 
Sigurður Nordal suggests that Nǫkkverr is a dvergsheiti. The latter is made more likely 
by the presence of an appositional dvergsheiti in the following half-stanza, Náinn. If 
Nǫkkverr is accepted as a likely dvergsheiti, then it would appear that Egill presents 
another kenning of the type skip dverga.97 A tentative translation of this half-stanza, 
taking into account the final kenning in the previous verse, might be ‘the joyful find of 
the kinsmen of Frigg <ásynja> [ÆSIR > POETIC MEAD] which, flawless, came to life in the 
verse of the ship of Nǫkkverr <dvergr> [POEM]’.98  
 A development of the idea of poetry as a dvergr-ship is made in the second half-
stanza, where Egill refers to Náins naustdyrr [the doors of the boathouse of Náinn]. If 
Egill is referring to his poem as a dvergr-ship in the first half-stanza, as seems likely, then 
it stands to reason that Náins naust [boathouse of Náinn] should be interpreted as the 
mouth—the oral space where such poetic ships are meticulously pieced together and 
stored prior to their delivery. The doors of this metaphorical boathouse are then to be 
understood as lips, from which dvergr-ships depart.99 This makes more sense if it is 
recalled that the mouth is commonly conceptualised as a store of tools and even as a 
complete smithy, as in Þjóðólfr Arnórsson’s lausavísa discussed above.100 The character 
of the mouth as a poetic space associated with dvergar is also supported by the kenning 
greip Dvalins [grasp of Dvalinn <dvergr> [MOUTH]] which appears in the sole stanza of 
                                                             
96 That the most recent editor of the verse, Bjarni Einarsson, attempts neither a commentary nor 
translation should be taken as an indication of the difficulty of this verse. 
97 Sigurður Nordal (Egils saga, p. 247) notes ‘það er vel sennilegt, að Nǫkkver sé dvergsheiti, ef til vill 
afbakað; dvergs nǫkkvi gæti verið kenning á skáldskap’ (‘it is very possible that Nǫkkver is a dvergsheiti, 
perhaps corrupted; a dvergr’s nǫkkvi could be a kenning for poetry’). 
98 If lastalauss does indeed agree with the previous stanza, then it is impossible to avoid some degree of 
tautology. Some support for the separateness of the poetry itself, bragr, from the nǫkkvi which contains it 
may be found in the initial stanza of Egill’s Hǫfuðlausn. As suggested in the previous sub-section, Egill 
separates the material of his poetry, mærðar hlutr, from the wider poetic ship, the knǫrr. If the ship is 
interpreted as the ‘vessel’ or structure containing poetic material, then this supports the above reading of 
the stanza from Sonatorrek, where the verse itself, bragr, is independent of the ship, nǫkkvi. 
99 This interpretation of Náins naustdyrr may be supported by the appearance of similar kennings in the 
rímur, which also figure the mouth as a poetic boathouse. Consider, for example, the kenning hróðrar 
naust [boathouse of praise-poetry] which appears at the opening of IV.53 in Hjálmþérsrímur, and óðar 
naust [boathouse of poetry] which appears at the end of section V.1. I am appreciative to Lee Colwill for 
bringing these kennings to my attention. 
100 See section iv.c. 
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Haraldr hárfagri’s Snæfríðardrápa. Poets’ conceptions of their verses as dvergr-ships 
express the same basic link between poetry and finely crafted material objects as in other 
poetry-ship kennings. However, in the kenning-type skip dverga, this connection gains 
a powerful mythological dimension. The connection between the poetic process and 
dvergar—the most adept craftsmen in the Scandinavian cosmos—suggests a fluidity 
between material and verbal crafting at the highest levels of ability. It also suggests that 
some skalds wished to entertain an alternative mythological conception of the poetic art 
than the myth of Óðinn’s mead—one which emphasised, rather than downplayed, the 




The purpose of this chapter was to emphasise the importance with which poets regarded 
the connection between material crafting and poetic composition. It has been shown 
that this is a link which runs throughout entire corpus of extant skaldic poetry, from the 
verse of Bragi Boddason in the ninth century to Kálfr Hallsson’s Katrínardrápa in the 
fourteenth. Across this corpus, the poet recasts himself as a verbal carpenter, smith, 
bridge-builder, mound-maker and shipwright, shaping verbal material and more 
abstract resources, such as reputation, with a store of oral tools. As just discussed, this 
was a connection of such importance that it was elevated to a mythological level. The 
links established by poets between the poetic art and mythological dvergar illustrate the 
point that the association between poetic composition and skilled crafting runs far 
deeper than skaldic metaphorical experimentation. The present chapter has established 
the need for a fuller investigation into the links between poets and craftsmen in the Old 
Norse corpus. In so doing, it has also furnished one of the reasons why such links 
emerged. It is clear that the poet evidently saw in acts of carpentry, smithing and 
particularly shipbuilding something which reflected meaningfully on the nature of his 
own art. Comparisons between skaldic verse and complex objects such as ships allowed 
skalds to capture and convey the essential nature of poetry and the process of its 
creation. Whereas the poetic mead allowed poets to express the volatility of poetic 
knowledge and the intoxicating effects of its delivery, the array of constructive 
metaphors for poetic composition relies upon and communicates a deep conceptual 
similarity between the process of acquiring and shaping verbal and physical material. As 
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further links between poetic composition and material crafting are sought in historical, 
mythological and saga evidence, the essential conceptual connection between these two 

























































The previous chapter identified important links between the characters, arts and 
products of poets and craftsmen in the skaldic corpus which were clearly more 
fundamental than simple questions of poetic effect. Taking these findings as a departure 
point, the present chapter deepens this investigation and considers the connections and 
similarities between the careers of historical craftsmen and poets operating in Viking-
Age Scandinavia. In this effort, it will be necessary to understand the social and political 
factors which encouraged the production of poetry and prestige items. Consideration 
also needs to be made of the circumstances under which poets and craftsmen worked: 
where and for whom they produced their products; and what the nature of their 
interactions with their customers was. Understanding the links between poets and 
craftsmen in a historical context also requires a knowledge of the power and 
consequence of their products, and the ways in which these qualities could be defined 
by the artisans themselves. Demonstrating the existence of deep connections between 
the careers of historical craftsmen and poets will establish an important framework for 
understanding the links between poetic composition and crafting already explored in 
the skaldic corpus, and in Old Norse literature more widely.  
 
II.i.a. Gift exchange 
As suggested above, an understanding of the connections between craftsmen and poets 
in a historical context is dependent upon a knowledge of the socio-political 
circumstances that led to their products being in such demand. Prestige items and 
encomiastic poetry were highly important for political, social and economic success in 
Viking-Age Scandinavia, as in much of Europe throughout the Middle Ages.1 One of the 
chief obsessions of Viking-Age and medieval skaldic verse is the accumulation and 
distribution of lavish gifts. In hundreds of instances across the skaldic corpus, poets 
speak of generous rulers who acquire and give away gold, silver, ships, weapons and 
other similar items to allies and followers. For the Viking-Age Scandinavian elite, the 
                                                             
1 Bazelmans, ‘Beyond Power’, pp. 311–3; Hardt, ‘Royal Treasures and Representation’; Hill, Cultural World, 
pp. 85–107; Smith, Europe After Rome, pp. 198–214; Webster, ‘Ideal and Reality’; Arrhenius, ‘Goldsmith’. 
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giving of finely crafted goods constituted perhaps the most important strategy for 
gaining and augmenting social, political and economic authority.2 It was therefore 
important that magnates continually acquire prestige items and commission poetry to 
commemorate their bestowal.  
 The social and political necessity of gift-giving in Viking-Age Scandinavia is a 
complex phenomenon which requires some explanation. According to the global 
expectation that the recipient of a gift is obligated to repay it with something of equal 
value—a principle known as the ‘universal norm of reciprocity’—the Scandinavian elite 
were able to use gift-giving to establish relationships with political equals and followers.3 
The giving of prestige objects finds its most stylised expression in the skaldic corpus, but 
the benefits and politics of elite gift-exchange are discussed across Old Norse literature.4 
In stanza 41 of the eddic poem Hávamál, for instance, the poet suggests: 
 
 Vápnom oc váðom       scolo vinir gleðiaz, 
  þat er á siálfom sýnst; 
 viðrgefendr oc endrgefendr       erost lengst vinir, 
  ef þat bíðr at verða vel.5 
 
With weapons and clothes friends must gladden one another, those which can 
be seen on oneself; givers and reciprocators are friends the longest, if it works out 
well. 
 
In this verse the poet articulates the simple point that the reciprocal exchange of fine 
dress objects and weapons is a highly effective way to establish and maintain 
relationships. Old Norse sources suggest that every gift had to be requited with 
something of equal value, as failure to do so was considered a rejection or 
                                                             
2 It should be said that although gift-giving was an important strategy for Viking-Age rulers, it was not the 
only economic mechanism that governed the operation of Scandinavian elite society. Other activities, 
such as trade, were also important, even if these do not receive the same attention in Old Norse literature. 
This privileging of gift giving is also prevalent in other Germanic literatures. Peter Baker has recently 
described gift giving in the Old English Beowulf as ‘really a narrow slice of an economic system, 
presented…as if it were the whole’ (Baker, Honour, Exchange and Violence, p. 54, quoted in Naismith, ‘The 
Economy of Beowulf’, p. 373). 
3 See Gouldner, ‘The Norm of Reciprocity’ and the references there. 
4 See Durrenburger, ‘Reciprocity in Gautrek’s saga’; Fichtner, ‘Gift Exchange in Auðunar þáttr’; Odner, 
‘Economic Structures’; Thurborg, ‘Regional Economic Structures’; Miller, Audun. 
5 Hávamál 41 (Edda, p. 23). 
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underestimation of the giver’s offer of friendship.6 The Old Norse law-code Gulaþingslǫg 
stipulates that ‘engi (gjǫf) er launað, nema jafnmikit komi í gegn, sem gefit var’.7 
Hesitancy to accept a gift was also viewed as hostile, as it represented a refusal to enter 
into a reciprocal relationship with a giver.8 Accordingly, stanza 48 of Hávamál suggests 
that ‘sýtir æ gløggr við giǫfom’.9  
 A wider gift-exchange system develops when, encouraged by lavish presents or 
anxious about the prospective dishonour of miserliness, numerous parties become 
interlocked in a system of mutual exchange and expectation. The nature of this system 
has been succinctly summarised by the anthropologist Harold Schneider, who 
comments that ‘a system of total gift giving is one which exchanges all values, material 
and non-material, by means of gifts and thereby creates a vast system of alliances based 
upon the fact that inherent in the giving of gifts is a persisting social dependence 
between the interacting parties based on the obligation to repay and on an equilibrium 
of mutual obligations.’10  
 In some situations gift-giving could be conducted cordially and with the prospect 
of mutual gain, especially if the giver and receiver enjoyed a more-or-less equal 
relationship. By acquiring and distributing finely crafted objects to their peers in 
expectation of reciprocal advantages, Viking-Age Scandinavian rulers established 
alliances with potential competitors. This kind of mutually beneficial relationship is 
reflected in stanza 41 of Hávamál quoted above, and in a variety of other Old Norse 
sources.11 In other contexts, gift-giving took the form of thinly veiled social blackmail in 
which the obligation to reciprocate a gift was used as a means of extortion. Marcell 
Mauss, the first in a series of anthropologists to develop the analysis of gift-giving, 
suggested that, in traditional societies, gifts were given with: 
                                                             
6 See Samson, ‘Economic Anthropology’, p. 90. 
7 ‘No [gift] is repaid, unless it is met with something of equal value as that which was given’. Text 
normalised from Den Eldre Gulatingslova, ed. Eithun, Rindal and Ulset, p. 103. See also Gurevich, ‘Wealth’, 
p. 129. 
8 According to Mauss, ‘to refuse to take, is equivalent to declaring war; it is to refuse alliance and 
communion’ (Mauss, ed. and trans. Guyer, p. 74). 
9 Hávamál 48 (Edda, p. 24) — ‘the stingy one always grows anxious at gifts’. The system of gift-giving 
presented in Hávamál adhered so well to Mauss’s idealised model of gift exchange that he began his 
seminal work, Essai sur le don, by quoting stanzas 39–48 of this poem. 
10 Economic Man, p. 104. 
11 In chapter 8 of Gunnlaugs saga, for instance, the Norwegian Eiríkr jarl Hákonarson is recorded sending 
gifts of friendship to his Orcadian ally, Sigurðr jarl Hlǫðvisson. In chapter 52 of Óláfs saga helga, Óláfr 
helgi gives gifts to King Sigurðr sýr in friendship. It is expected that such practices would reinforce the 




[a] voluntary character, so to speak, apparently free and without cost, and yet 
constrained and interested…[these prestations] have almost always taken the 
appearance of a present, of a gift (cadeau) offered generously, even when there is 
only a fiction, a formality, a social falsehood in the gesture that accompanies the 
transaction, and, fundamentally, obligation and economic interest.12  
 
While gift-giving was ostensibly an act of generosity, then, it could at times be a 
competitive, even aggressive social strategy intended to bind the recipient inseparably 
to the giver.13 Magnates in Viking-Age Scandinavia often distributed such lavish gifts 
that recipients could not hope to match them in terms of value. Repayment would then 
be necessarily rendered in the form of social or military service—a resource which 
Bourdieu termed ‘symbolic capital’.14 The tendency of the political elite to compel 
inferiors to render military service through ritualised gift-giving finds confirmation in 
the literature, language and archaeology from across the Germanic world in the Iron 
Age.15 This downward flow of wealth items constituted the lifeblood of elite society, and 
fuelled the military following—or drótt—of Scandinavian lords.16 The practice of gift-
giving among Germanic rulers can be traced as far back as the first-century Germania of 
Tacitus, and has parallels in other ancient European societies.17 It is clear, then, that gift-
giving was crucial for the maintenance of elite society in Viking-Age Scandinavia.  
 
II.i.b. The power of the gift 
The maintenance of elite relationships in Viking-Age Scandinavia, both with social 
equals and social inferiors, required a steady influx of wealth items produced by skilled 
                                                             
12 Mauss, ed. and trans. Guyer, The Gift, p. 58. 
13 The character of gift-giving as an aggressive social strategy is recognised in a number of instances in 
Icelandic literature. In Króka-Refs saga, a man named Bárðr conveys many lavish gifts from his associate 
Gunnarr to the Norwegian king, Haraldr harðráði. The king replies, ‘seg nú, Bárðr, hvat býr undir 
sendingum þessum; ok veit ek nú, at fleira mun undir búa en vináttumál ein saman’ (Kjalnesinga saga, ed. 
Jóhannes Halldórsson, p. 143) — ‘tell me now, Bárðr, what lies underneath these gifts—I know that there 
is more underneath them than friendship alone’. 
14 See Bourdieu, trans. Nice, The Logic of Practice, pp. 112–21. Bourdieu expands on the idea of symbolic 
capital in his works, Distinction and Practical Reason. This term will be used widely in this chapter. 
15 See Lindow, Comitatus and Enright, Lady with a Mead Cup. 
16 This is also referred to in relevant literature as the comitatus. On this term see Lindow, Comitatus, pp. 
10–1 and on drótt, see pp. 26–41. 
17 Ancient Germanic gift-giving is most closely paralleled by the Roman dona militaria. See Maxfield, 
Military Decorations, especially pp. 55–100. 
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artisans. The splendid assemblages of military and ceremonial equipment at early royal 
burial sites such as Vendel and Välsgarde, and also at later, Viking-Age cemeteries such 
as Oseberg and Borre, bear witness to the enormous importance that the elite attached 
to the accumulation of splendid objects for display and exchange.18 Ideally, an object 
selected for exchange would constitute what Mary Helms described as ‘an explicit and 
substantial index of the intangible prestige, worth and valor of the leadership itself’;19 
that is, gifted items ideally embodied and communicated the political, social, economic 
and military authority of their giver. Perhaps the most tangible way that rich objects 
could achieve this was through the richness and skill of their material composition as 
well as their artistic design, all of which would have been expressive of real and symbolic 
power.20 Accordingly Samson suggested that ‘the precise composition, quality, and 
quantity of the gifts were crucial, not as objects in themselves, but in the information 
they communicated’.21 The corpus of Old Norse poetry and saga literature is continually 
preoccupied with the artistic and material splendour of objects that circulate in the 
arena of gift exchange, and which visually express the authority of their giver.22 When 
in Haralds saga hárfagra the Anglo-Saxon king Aðalsteinn gives Haraldr hárfagri a ‘sverð 
gullbúit með hjǫltum ok meðalkafla, ok ǫll umgerð…búin með gulli ok silfri ok sett 
dýrligum gimsteinum’, he is not simply sending him a materially rich utility item: he is 
conveying an encapsulation of his authority and power that emanates exchange value.23 
The sword clearly announces the wealth, cultural sophistication and political 
connections of the magnate who commissioned it—qualities which are transferred to its 
new owner when given.  
 It should be said that the exchange value of a finely crafted object is not estimated 
                                                             
18 On Vendel, see Arbman, ‘Vendelfynden’; on Valsgärde, see Arwidsson, ‘Die Gräberfunde’; on Oseberg, 
see Brøgger et al., Osebergsfundet I–V; and on Borre, see Myrhe, ‘Royal Cemetery’. 
19 CKI, p. 14. 
20 On the potency of style and design in crafted objects, see section iii.a. below. 
21 ‘Economic Anthropology’, p. 90. 
22 A fascination with the details of material goods outside the sphere of exchange also implies that the 
details of prestigious objects were considered important. Consider, for example, the detail with which the 
author of Egils saga describes Þórólfr Skallagrímsson’s splendid spear: ‘kesju hafði hann í hendi; fjǫðrin 
var tveggja álna lǫng ok sleginn fram broddr ferstrendr, en upp var fjǫðrin breið, falrinn bæði langr og 
digr, skaptit var eigi hærra en taka mátti hendi til fals ok furðuliga digrt; járnteinn var í falnum ok skaptit 
allt járnvafið; þau spjót váru kǫlluð brynþvarar’ (Egils saga, ch. 53, ed. Bjarni Einarsson, p. 76) — ‘he had 
a spear in hand. The blade was two ells long mounted on a four-faced socket. The blade was broad, the 
socket both long and thick, and the shaft could be taken in hand up to the socket, and was wondrously 
broad. An iron spike was in the socket and the shaft [was] entirely covered in iron; these spears were called 
chainmail-spears.’ 
23 Haralds saga hárfagra, ch. 38 (Heimskringla I, ed. Björn K. Þórólfsson, p. 144) — ‘sword decorated with 
gold on the hilt and handle, all the scabbard decorated with gold and silver and set with precious stones’. 
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entirely in terms of its physical makeup. Consideration also has to be given to its 
intangible worth, which begins to accrue at the point of its production, and accumulates 
as it is owned, exchanged, and owned again. As Hodder notes, ‘the involvement of 
exchange in the active construction of social strategies depends on the manipulation of 
the symbolism and contextual significance of artefacts’.24 In this way the value of 
Aðalsteinn’s gold-encrusted sword far exceeds the cost of the materials from which it is 
made. This is because its having been owned and gifted by a powerful figure such as 
Aðalsteinn imbues it with special symbolic value. Following Mauss, Gurevich suggests 
that when a ruler made a gift, he conveyed some part of himself—the ‘shadow of his 
name’—upon the recipient, and this often served to inflate the value of the gift in 
question.25 Accordingly, recognition is frequently given to the illustriousness of an item’s 
owners in Icelandic saga literature. In Þórðar saga hreðu, the eponymous Þórðr gives the 
sword Gamlanautr to his protege Eiðr. Eiðr’s father Skeggi remarks that ‘auðsétt er þat, 
at þenna grip hafa átt tignir menn, ok er þetta allmikil gersemi, ok eigi trúi ek, at hann 
hafi þvílíkan grip, svá fágætan, þér gefit.’26 In numerous other cases, the identities of an 
object’s former owners define the value of the gift in question.27 The artistic and material 
features of exchange items can bear a great deal of symbolic weight, and this shall be 
discussed in an archaeological context below.  
 That the initial context of an object’s exchange was integral to its symbolic value 
is suggested by the fact that such contexts are frequently immortalised in expensive 
skaldic verse.28 This much is also implied by the fact that many named gifts that appear 
in the Old Norse corpus enshrine the identity of their giver. Sometimes only the position 
of the giver is considered significant, such that in the Íslendingasögur one finds 27 
instances of the name Konungsnautr [king’s gift], and seven instances of Jarlsnautr [jarl’s 
                                                             
24 ‘Contextual Approach’, p. 207. 
25 ‘Wealth and Gift-Bestowal’, p. 129. This idea finds its origin in Mauss’s concept of the hau, or the ‘spirit 
of the thing given’. Mauss contended that items were thought to carry some of the ‘spirit’ of their original 
donor. This would have implications for the prestige of the item in question (Mauss, ed. and trans. Guyer, 
pp. 69–73). 
26 Þórðar saga hreðu, ch. 3 (Kjalnesinga saga, ed. Jóhannes Halldórsson, p. 175) — ‘it is easily seen that 
famous men have owned this treasure, and it is an almighty prize. And I do not believe that he [Þórðr] 
would have given you such a treasure expecting little [in return]’. This case also serves as an excellent 
example of the kind of social compulsion which is inherent in the giving of gifts. 
27 For instance, the value of the sword Dragvendill, which is passed in Egils saga from Ketill hœngr to 
Grímr loðinkinni to Þórólfr Kveldúlfsson to Skallagrímr to Þórólfr Skallagrímsson to Arinbjǫrn, is clearly 
defined by the illustriousness of its previous owners. 
28 See sections vi.b.–c. below on the role of skaldic verse as a preserver of exchange contexts. 
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gift].29 In sixty-seven instances in the Íslendingasögur alone, the actual name of the 
donor is immortalised in and transferred to the given object itself, as in cases such as 
Ǫlvisnautr, Skarpheðinsnautr and Hákonarnautr.30 In this way, gifts serve as what 
Naismith has described as ‘physical embodiments of memory and honour: they recall 
occasions of giving and the fates of previous owners, for the benefit of both the current 
holder and those around them’.31 The kind of finely crafted wealth objects that circulated 
in the gift-exchange system were therefore imbued with symbolic meaning on a number 
of levels.  
 In consideration of the fact that exquisitely crafted items fuelled the engine of 
gift exchange and therefore lay behind the establishment and furtherance of the 
authority of the elite, those responsible for creating such items and imbuing them with 
symbolic power clearly occupied a position of importance. As shall be discussed in 
section vi. below, Viking-Age skalds also played a highly important role in partaking in, 
preserving and advertising elite gift givings. An understanding of the paramount 
importance of generosity and gift-giving in Viking-Age Scandinavia, and of the 
dishonour associated with miserliness, provides much-needed context for a fuller 
discussion of the complementary roles of craftsmen and poets in this period.  
 
II.ii. Kings and craftsmen 
 
II.ii.a. Central-place markets 
With this context established, it is time to turn to those historical craftsmen who shaped 
the items so necessary for the construction and maintenance of social and political 
authority. In probing the historical role of the craftsman, it is first necessary to establish 
that this figure operated in the elite sphere, and to investigate the nature of the 
relationship between skilled artisans and the elite. As discussed in section iii. of the 
Introduction, such information needs to be drawn from archaeological material. 
Workshop remains of gold- and silversmiths are most perceptible at specialised sites 
from the Migration period to the Viking Age where significant craft and mercantile 
                                                             
29 The Old Norse corpus also preserves the names Dróttningarnautr [queen’s gift] and Erkibyskupsnautr 
[archbishop’s gift]. 
30 Data regarding the frequency of these terms in the Íslendingasögur was acquired from the Dictionary of 
Old Norse Prose, ed. Aldís Sigurðardóttir et al., which is hosted online by the University of Copenhagen. 
31 Naismith, ‘The Economy of Beowulf’, p. 371. 
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activity took place. In the centuries preceding the Viking Age, such sites of craft and 
trade developed around aristocratic residences and generally belonged to wider central-
place complexes with diverse military, political and economic functions.32 The 
acquisition of wealth objects at these high-ranking sites, whether through long-distance 
trade or craft production, was intimately connected with the economic initiatives of the 
magnates who sponsored these activities, including of course the strategy of gift 
exchange.  
 The complex at Gudme on the Danish island of Fyn typifies the model of a trading 
and craft site centred around an elite residence. Gudme and the associated coastal site 
of Lundeborg flourished from the fourth to the seventh centuries, and together they 
constituted a complex of significant wealth and power. Excavations in the east of the site 
have revealed an enormous timber structure some fifty metres long—a size not matched 
until the onset of the Viking Age. This building was likely the residence of the local 
magnate.33 Copious evidence of precious metalworking has been excavated around the 
hall-site.34 Scrap silver intended for re-melting by smiths is represented by hundreds of 
Roman denarii and various ingots. Gold scrap has also been excavated at this site in the 
form of cut jewellery, mounts, ingots, and solidi.35 Finds of several crucibles with traces 
of gold and silver indicate that this valuable scrap was crafted into prestige items in the 
vicinity of the resident magnate. Further, the large-scale importation and processing of 
precious metals at Gudme and Lundeborg must lie behind the impressive hoards of 
finely crafted prestige items that are concentrated at the north and east of the area. 
These hoards include exquisite gold scabbard mounts and almost half a kilogram of gold 
rings.36 The importation of luxury materials at Gudme and Lundeborg, and their 
transformation into precious exchange objects in the vicinity of what is likely an 
aristocratic residence, speak of a concerted royal engagement with the metalworker and 
his craft. Similar interactions between rulers and metalworkers are also likely to have 
taken place at other early central-place markets, such as Helgö, Uppåkra, Tissø and Sorte 
Muld.37 
                                                             
32 The features of central places were first outlined by Christaller in Die zentralen Orte. 
33 Hedeager, ‘Asgard Reconstructed?’, p. 471. 
34 Ibid., p. 502. 
35 Jørgensen, ‘Find Material’, p. 53. 
36 The items in these hoards, as with other prestigious objects excavated at Gudme, were probably 
intended for distribution by a magnate resident at the site. See Hamerow, Early Medieval Settlements, p. 
158 and Kromann et al., Gudme og Lundeborg. 
37 See Skre, ‘Post-Substantivist Production and Trade’, pp. 171–2. 
Chapter II 
 63 
 Several factors suggest that the relationship between metalworkers and elite 
patrons at markets and manors was direct. The most precious items, such as the splendid 
scabbard mounts at Gudme, would have been individually made to order, and this 
meant that the metalworker and his patron would have had some kind of personal 
contact.38 Skre notes that ‘this relationship [between craftsman and patron] must at least 
have lasted from the first contact concerning what was to be produced, through the 
stages of specification and the sequence of manufacture, on to delivery and payment’.39 
As the work of the gold- and silversmith represented a significant material investment, 
and as the material composition and iconography of exquisite objects determined the 
degree of political authority that they could confer when exchanged or displayed, it is 
likely that the patron would have had to give thorough specifications and work closely 
with the smith and his artistic and technical repertoire. This would presumably have 
required frequent contact between the two parties. Further, the gold- and silversmith 
could hardly be expected to provide all the highly expensive materials for his product 
himself.40 Metalworkers would likely have to rely on elite patrons for the quantities of 
gold, silver and/or precious stones necessary to complete their work, and this factor ties 
these artisans even further to the magnates for whom they worked. On archaeological 
and practical grounds, therefore, it is likely that the association between elite 
metalworkers and kings, both at central-place markets and at aristocratic estates, was a 
personal one. The implications of this will be considered in due course.  
 
II.ii.b. Towns  
By the beginning of the Viking Age, the kind of personal relationship that existed 
between metalworkers and elite patrons seems to have changed to accommodate 
shifting economic and political circumstances. Around the start of the ninth century, 
extensive craft and mercantile activity at central-place markets such as Helgö and 
                                                             
38 Pedersen, ‘Viking-Period Non-Ferrous Metalworking’, p. 128; Callmer, Hantverksproduktion, pp. 64–5; 
Skre, ‘Post-Substantivist Production and Trade’, p. 171. 
39 ‘Post-Substantivist Production and Trade’, p. 171. 
40 See Hinton, ‘Anglo-Saxon Smiths and Myths’, p. 7, n. 28. A smith’s grave uncovered at Hérouvillette in 
northern France contains some extremely valuable working material, but it is unlikely that a metalworker 
could have procured these himself (Webster, Transformation, p. 73). The provision of gold to goldsmiths 
is also revealed by the runestone at Hørning, which suggests that the smith responsible was given gold by 
his employer (Wicker, ‘The Elusive Smith’, p. 31). For a seminal debate on the social position of smiths 
more generally, see Hauck, Wielands Hort and, for metalworkers before the Viking Age, see von Carnap-
Bornheim, ‘Germanic Goldsmiths’. 
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Gudme had largely ceased.41 Gold and silver were still worked by smiths at aristocratic 
residences and other power centres across Scandinavia, as shall be discussed below, but 
on a smaller scale.42 Archaeological evidence suggests that elite metalworking had 
largely relocated to towns, namely Hedeby and Ribe in Denmark, Birka in Sweden and 
Kaupang in Norway. These were permanent sites of long-distance trade and craft that 
were not tied directly to royal estates. Nevertheless, there can be little question that 
these towns and their artisans continued to serve the interests of the elite, as in the 
central-place markets that preceded them. Quite unlike the old central-place complexes 
which were the power bases of the elite, these settlements were located in what were 
conceivably political border zones, and this meant that the craftsmen stationed there 
had greater economic freedom.43 However, these new foundations were evidently still 
important for local elites. The regular division of the plots for craftsmen and traders in 
these towns suggests that they were planned by a higher authority and did not grow 
organically to serve the local population.44 Further, the immense resources and labour 
required for their completion also suggests that a powerful ruler lay behind their 
completion.45 Textual sources also suggest that local magnates had a vested interest in 
the day-to-day running of towns, and in the economic activity that took place in them.46 
Although these new foundations were not direct extensions of aristocratic estates, they 
were still laid out and managed by powerful magnates. Hines notes that the division of 
plots at the Danish town of Ribe suggests ‘a contractual relationship between craftsmen 
and the royal authority, with plots being “hired” to their tenants: the craftsmen are thus 
portrayed as being in a certain state of clientage towards the royal authority but are 
                                                             
41 This is widely acknowledged in archaeological literature, but see, for example, Hjärthner-Holdar, Lamm 
and Magnus, ‘Metalworking and Central Places’, p. 162. 
42 Indeed, well into the Viking Age, prestigious metalworking activity was taking place at sites such as 
Mammen and Tissø (Svanberg, ‘Exclusive Jewellery, p. 117). Such activity also took place at the royal 
foundations of Trelleborg, Fyrkat and Borgeby (Armbruster, ‘Remains’; Svanberg, ‘Exclusive Jewellery’, pp. 
113–7; Brorson, ‘Viking-Age Goldsmith’, p. 229). Ljungkvist (‘Handicrafts’, p. 191) suggested that ‘kings and 
queens [in the Viking Age] probably had their personal goldsmith or jeweller, who travelled with them to 
different places’. 
43 Skre, ‘Post-Substantivist Production and Trade’, p. 169. 
44 Plots are evident at Ribe, Birka, Hedeby and Kaupang (Skre, ‘Post-Substantivist Production and Trade’, 
p. 169). Such plots have also been excavated at smaller sites which might have been more subject to elite 
pressure, such as Åhus in Skåne (Callmer, ‘North European Trading Centres’, pp. 131–3) and at 
Heimdaljordet in the Oslofjord (Pedersen, ‘A Question of Mobility’, p. 266). 
45 Bencard (Ribe Excavations IV, p. 146) suggested that the town of Ribe must have been planned by a ‘high 
authority’. He groups Ribe with the other monumental structures constructed by the Danish ruling 
dynasty in this period, including the Danevirke. See also Skovgaard-Petersen, ‘Urban Culture’, p. 6. 
46 In chapter 19 of his Vita Anskarii Rimbert suggests that in 870, Danish kings were able to allot land to 
missionaries in Hedeby, and that a praefectus [official] of the local king was present at Birka to oversee 
the running of the town. 
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emphatically free’.47 It can even be speculated that the provision of such plots was 
conditional on the incumbent metalworker rendering some service to the elite.48 This 
picture can also be extended to Birka, Hedeby and Kaupang, where the working of silver 
and gold was carried out on similar plots.49  
 The political dynamic at these Viking-Age towns therefore marks a significant 
departure from the old central-place markets. However, as far as this investigation is 
concerned, the chief practical difference between central-place markets and towns is 
that, in general, the artisans and traders working in the latter were not as subject to 
aristocratic pressures as in the former. In principle this meant that they had more 
economic agency, and could access and produce a wider range of items. Skre suggests 
that, as a result of this apparent increase in economic freedom, metalworkers in towns 
produced serially for the open market and did not craft objects to order.50 As a result, he 
posits, these craftsmen no longer needed to cultivate the close relationships with the 
elite that were previously a requirement for their work. This may have certainly been 
true for the majority of artisans. However, it is likely that high-class gold- and 
silversmiths would have continued to produce exquisite items to order. It should first 
be pointed out that serially produced objects need not be intended solely for the open 
market. Pedersen has recently demonstrated that at Kaupang, serial production was 
actually used in the creation of bespoke objects intended for elite consumption.51 She 
takes as her example a lead mould excavated at the site of the town that was used for 
producing small mounts. The kind of gilt copper-alloy mounts that would have been 
produced using this mould have been found in the elite ship-graves at Gokstad and 
Borre. At the latter site, an exquisite headpiece for a horse was adorned with forty-four 
such identical mounts. The kind of consistency on rich pieces such as this could only be 
achieved through serial production using a single lead mould, much like the one 
excavated at Kaupang. Pedersen argues that this mould indicates that at least some 
metalworkers in the town produced objects to order for the elite of Vestfold, on the basis 
that ‘it is immediately difficult to imagine that the craftspeople were producing heavily 
                                                             
47 Hines, ‘North Sea Trade’, p. 19. 
48 Compare Skovgaard-Petersen, ‘Urban Culture’, p. 16, and Pedersen, ‘Viking-Period Non-Ferrous 
Metalworking’, p. 130. 
49 See n. 44 above. 
50 ‘Post-Substantivist Production and Trade’, p. 172 
51 ‘Viking-Period Non-Ferrous Metalworking’, pp. 128–30. 
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value-laden artefacts for disposal in an open market.’52  
 The production of similarly rich items for the elite can be seen across 
Scandinavian towns of the Viking Age. Svanberg, following Capelle and Vierck, points 
out that Hedeby was the main production centre for the extremely valuable gold 
brooches contained within the famous Hiddensee hoard.53 These brooches were 
produced serially, but also required detailed filigree and granulation work that would 
individualise the pieces.54 The extreme material and symbolic value of these brooches 
would necessitate close contact between the metalworker and the elite patron for whom 
these products were intended. It would seem that metalworkers in these towns 
continued to participate in the production of bespoke, politically charged items for the 
Viking-Age Scandinavian elite, even if, as Skre suggests, they were no longer obliged to 
do so. Whether working in towns or at aristocratic estates, the most skilled 
metalworkers furnished elite customers with exquisite items intended for exchange or 
display, and practical considerations would always necessitate a close relationship 
between these parties.  
 
II.ii.c. Other sites 
In deriving a picture of the Viking-Age metalworker and his interactions with the elite, 
it ought to be remembered that this figure was always at least seasonally itinerant, and 
could move between different high-class customers.55 The mobility of metalworkers 
would of course vary. Some evidently moved within a close network of elite sites. Prior 
to the Viking Age, a number of aristocratic residences around Lake Mälaren display 
evidence of extensive metalworking activity that can be linked to the central-place 
market of Helgö. At Bäckby near Västerås, for example, finds of moulds and crucibles 
indicate that dress accessories and jewellery of a type very similar to those found at 
Helgö were being produced there.56 Hjärthner-Holdar, Lamm and Magnus advance the 
suggestion that ‘the similarities in production at Bäckby and Helgö might suggest that 
craftsmen were sent from Helgö to work for a chieftain there, and perhaps for other 
                                                             
52 Ibid., p. 130. 
53 Svanberg, ‘Exclusive Jewellery’, p. 118; Capelle and Vierck, ‘Modeln der Merowinger- und Wikingerzeit’, 
p. 98. 
54 See Armbruster, ‘Wikingerzeitliches Goldschmiedehandwerk’, pp. 201–2. Capelle (‘An Insight’, p. 21) 
suggests that ‘even mass production left room for individual creativity’. 
55 See Pedersen, ‘A Question of Mobility’. 
56 Hjärthner-Holdar, Lamm and Magnus., ‘Metalworking and Central Places’, p. 167. 
Chapter II 
 67 
chieftains in a defined region around Lake Mälaren’.57 Metalworkers could also have 
been dispatched to the workshops excavated at Valsta and Husby, which also lie in the 
vicinity. This tendency of gold- and silversmiths to work seasonally at elite residences 
surrounding specialised craft sites continued into the Viking Age. At the site of Barva, 
which lies some sixteen miles from the town of Birka, finds of oval brooch moulds 
strongly resemble examples excavated at the latter site. Dunér and Vinberg suggest that 
these moulds were even made in Birka and brought by itinerant craftsmen to Barva, who 
produced these brooches for the resident magnate on a temporary basis.58 Pedersen 
points to a similar connection between the craft centre of Kaupang and the outlying 
royal centre of Heimdaljordet near the site of the famous ship burial at Gokstad.59 As at 
Bäckby and Barva, the fact that a gold- or silversmith was travelling between these two 
sites is indicated by the similarity between the moulds found at both. According to 
Pedersen, these objects were made and used by the same craftsman.60 Evidently Viking-
Age metalworkers could both occupy plots in towns and also work at the farmsteads of 
the elite in the traditional manner.61  
 Judging from the burials of smiths’ tools across Scandinavia into the Viking Age, 
it is clear that some elite metalworkers ranged more widely between craft sites and halls, 
and likely cultivated an itinerant lifestyle.62 Graves containing smiths’ tools are an 
archaeological commonplace in northwestern Europe from the Roman Iron Age 
onwards. Some splendid examples of smiths’ graves excavated in Merovingian Gaul and 
Britain indicate that high-class metalworkers could produce the most exquisite items 
while possibly moving between aristocratic centres.63 Textual sources also confirm this 
picture.64 In Scandinavia, the majority of interred smiths’ tools date from the Viking Age, 
                                                             
57 Ibid., p. 169. 
58 Barva, p. 21. 
59 ‘A Question of Mobility’, p. 266. The itineracy of craftsmen in other areas is also indicated by the 
distribution of identical moulds. See Roth, ‘Ein Pressblechmodel’ and Cosack and Capelle, ‘Ein 
merowingerzeitlicher Modelfund’. 
60 ‘A Question of Mobility’, p. 266. 
61 Martens, ‘Smeden’, p. 184. 
62 Capelle (‘An Insight’, p. 21) provides evidence of wide-ranging smiths in the Vendel period based on 
identical moulds. See also Pollington, Wayland’s Work, p. 129. 
63 Consider, for instance, the rich smith’s grave unearthed at Tattershall in the east of England (Hinton, 
‘Anglo-Saxon Smiths and Myths’, p. 11; A Smith in Lindsey). For the rich smith’s grave at Hérouvillette in 
Normandy, see Webster, Roman World, p. 73 and Henning, ‘Schmiedegräber Nördlich der Alpen’, pp. 74–
5. 
64 The most commonly cited textual source which supports the itineracy of metalworkers in the early 
medieval period is the Vita Sancti Eligii (on which see Hamerow, Early Medieval Settlements, p. 185; Vierck, 
‘Werke des Eligius’, pp. 309–80; Wicker, ‘Elusive Goldsmith’, p. 68; Arrhenius, Merovingian Garnet 
Jewellery, p. 96 and Wicker, ‘Crafts Production’, p. 146). Though early, this source is often used to reflect 
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and most of these are found in Norway at some distance from elite centres.65 Of these 
burials, most feature only one tool that could be used for metalworking, and their 
identification with professional metalworkers is therefore difficult to establish.66 
According to Müller-Wille, however, some forty Viking-Age graves in Norway contain 
between three to five smiths’ tools, and a further seven contain six or more.67 Although, 
as Wicker suggests, ‘sociological interpretation of mortuary remains is fraught with 
difficulties’,68 these graves, which often contain a comprehensive range of metalworking 
equipment, are the most likely to have belonged to smiths according to the criteria set 
out by Irmelin Martens.69 The majority of the tools contained in these graves were 
intended for heavier work with ferrous metals, but some assemblages contained 
instruments suitable for work with gold and silver.70  
 Of these burials, the grave from Bygland in Morgedal, Norway, is the most 
famous. The site lies some six miles from the nearby centre at Åkersvika, but cannot be 
tied to a particularly prominent power base in the area.71 In this burial, a large quantity 
of tools was deposited along with four swords; four spearheads; seven axe-heads; two 
shield bosses and thirteen arrowheads.72 The swords and spearheads in this grave are 
richly inlaid with precious metals, and are generally considered to be the products of the 
interred metalworker.73 Another rich smith’s grave at By in Hedmark contains similarly 
prestigious products which are also thought to be the product of the metalworker buried 
there.74 The burial site is located in a remote region in Kviteseid and, like the burial at 
Bygland, cannot be linked to a particular centre in the locality. Here, a sword with silver 
and niello inlay; an inlaid spearhead; an axehead and a shield boss are found with tools 
                                                             
on the occupational circumstances of Viking-Age metalworkers. 
65 Müller-Wille, ‘Der frühmittelalterliche Schmied’, p. 173. 
66 Petersen, Vikingtidens redskaper, p. 108. 
67 Müller-Wille, ‘Der frühmittelalterliche Schmied’, pp. 197–8 and ‘Der Schmied’. 
68 Wicker, ‘The Organization of Crafts Production’, p. 145. 
69 Martens (‘Smeden og hans produkter’, p. 176) suggested that ‘vi… kunne holde fast ved at jo flere 
smedredskaper som er gitt med i en grav, jo større sannsynlighet er det for at den gravlagte var spesialisert 
smed’ (‘we can be sure that the more smiths’ tools that are found in a grave, the more likely it is that the 
remains were those of a specialised smith’). This suggestion will be followed here. See also Jørgensen, 
‘Social and Material Context’, p. 3; Petersen, Vikingtidens redskaper, p. 113; Straume, ‘Smeden i jernalderen’, 
p. 46; Capelle, ‘An Insight’, p. 22. 
70 Martens, ‘Smeden og hans produkter’, p. 174. 
71 Ibid., p. 184. 
72 Ibid., p. 174. 
73 Martens, ‘Viking-Age Weapons’, pp. 132–3; ‘Smeden og hans produkter’, p. 175; Blindheim, ‘Smedgraven 
fra Bygland’, p. 49. Blindheim (Ibid., p. 51) further considers the spearheads in the grave to be the smith’s 
own, and points to a concentration of similarly decorated spearheads in the area. 
74 Martens, ‘Viking Age Weapons’, p. 133. 
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suitable for the working of precious metals.75 These prestige items, and those found at 
Bygland, were clearly commissioned by a member of the political elite in Norway. The 
locations of these graves perhaps imply that the interred smiths were travelling between 
patrons while crafting their products. This contrasts with the picture provided by 
southeastern Scandinavia in the Viking period, where similar assemblages of tools 
and/or crafted artefacts are almost exclusively found in towns or at aristocratic estates.76 
The suggestion might be advanced that, in the relative absence of large towns or other 
specialised craft centres in Norway, the Viking-Age elite here had more cause to employ 
the services of itinerant gold- and silversmiths such as those interred at Bygland and 
By.77  
 The foregoing discussion attests to the difficulty of drawing a singular picture of 
the elite metalworker in Viking-Age Scandinavia and the centuries prior. However, a few 
salient points can be made. With the onset of the Viking Age, metalworkers appear to 
have gravitated away from centres of political authority. The establishment of towns 
increased the range of patrons that an elite metalworker could serve. It is clear that 
smiths of the highest accomplishment would have continued to produce exquisite 
objects only for the wealthiest and most powerful customers. These metalworkers would 
likely have been scarce, and the circumstances of their work would be affected by their 
geographical situation. Craftsmen working in Norway such as those interred at Bygland 
and By would likely have to be more mobile to find sufficiently wealthy patrons, whereas 
in southern and eastern Scandinavia, commissions could be sought more easily at urban 
sites where plots were provided by the ruling elite. Irrespective of the changing 
circumstances of their work, these figures continued to be depended on by the elite 
throughout the Viking Age for the provision of exquisite exchange items.  
 
II.iii. Technology, authority and the craftsman’s art 
 
It was mentioned in section i.b. above that craftsmen were responsible for creating items 
                                                             
75 Martens, ‘Smeden og hans produkter’, p. 175. 
76 Some important assemblages of tools have been found in areas other than Norway, however. The most 
famous of these is the tool-chest from Mästermyr, Gotland (see Arwidsson and Berg, The Mästermyr Find). 
Müller-Wille discusses the whole corpus of tool-chests in his ambitious survey of ‘smiths’ graves’ from 
across Scandinavia, ‘Der Frühmittelalterliche Schmied’. See p. 197 for an index of these finds. 
77 Compare Straume, ‘Smeden i jernalderen’, p. 46. The chest excavated at Mästermyr on the island of 
Gotland suggests that itinerant smiths apparently worked across Scandinavia, however. 
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which announced the power of their owner when given. As Behr suggests, ‘[these items’] 
technical and aesthetic qualities gave proof of the rightful paramouncy of those 
responsible for their manufacture’.78 Having now established the circumstances of the 
elite smith’s work, it is time to consider how Viking-Age metalworkers encoded the 
authority of their patrons in their work, and the implications that this had for the 
political elite. It is only when the itineracy and elite connections of the skilled 
metalworker are viewed alongside the potency of his work that a complete picture of 
this figure can emerge.  
 
II.iii.a. Style and power 
In this endeavour it should be acknowledged that the surviving products of Viking-Age 
metalworkers were in general not as iconographically transparent or rich as examples 
from the Vendel era and earlier. Whereas the portraiture and imitation of foreign styles 
found on earlier Scandinavian bracteates clearly announced the political and religious 
associations of their owners, such objects fell out of use by the Viking Age.79 
Nevertheless, the art that smiths represented on exchange objects of the period—chiefly 
dress objects and weapons—can still be seen to have a symbolic force. The reproduction 
of Roman symbols of authority that characterised the elite metalwork of the Migration 
and Vendel periods gave way to various styles of zoomorphic ornamentation that 
persisted throughout the Viking Age and beyond, and it is this style in which the prestige 
items of the period were decorated.80 The perseverance of animal ornamentation on 
prestigious metalwork across eight centuries and into the Viking Age suggests an 
ongoing effort on the part of the elite to assert a distinctive Scandinavian cultural and 
political identity. Displays of native symbols of lordship, which were only one means of 
expressing elite power in the art of the Vendel era and before, had therefore come to be 
the dominant artistic factor on Viking-Age elite metalwork. The exchange and display 
of items decorated with the rich interlace of animal ornamentation were expressions of 
                                                             
78 ‘The Working of Gold’, p. 51. 
79 Pre-Viking-Age wealth items, particularly bracteates, were often imitations of Roman examples. On the 
imitation of romanitas in the gold bracteates at Gudme, see Axboe, ‘Gudme and the Gold Bracteates’. 
Migration- and Vendel-era metalworkers produced such objects as symbols of legitimacy and power. 
Artisans imitating items associated with powerful polities is a global phenomenon. Earle (‘The Evolution 
of Chiefdoms’, p. 7) suggested that ‘special wealth objects were often associated with powers that both 
symbolized and encapsulated the elites’ divinity or at least nonlocal legitimacy’. See also Earle and 
Brumfiel, ‘Specialization’; Hodder, ‘Toward a Contextual Approach’, p. 208 and US, pp. 144–8). 
80 See Wicker, ‘Scandinavian Animal Styles’, pp. 136–8. 
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political power in line with cultural and societal norms. Implicit in the commissioning, 
acquisition and circulation of prestige objects thus decorated was an acceptance and 
furtherance of communally sanctioned modes of authority.81  
 It would be an oversimplification, however, to speak of a single animal style 
across the Viking Age. In reality, numerous different styles of animal ornamentation are 
attested across this period, and these have been tentatively categorised.82 These styles 
were impressed in metal, stone, bone and wood, and were used for the decoration of 
anything from domestic objects such as combs to the most prestigious elite items 
including ships, military equipment and dress objects. Particular variations of animal 
ornamentation were in vogue at different times and in different places, and therefore 
the desirability of certain styles was in constant flux. It was evidently politically 
expedient for a Viking-Age magnate to follow prevailing fashions: the symbolic capital 
accrued from an exchanged or displayed object would be maximised if it were produced 
in a current and desirable style, and this meant that magnates would have depended 
upon the metalworker’s knowledge of exclusive technological and stylistic innovations.83  
 The diffusion of the so-called ‘gripping beast’ motif across Scandinavia indicates 
that fashions spread quickly. This motif, which was probably innovated by metalworkers 
in Ribe from continental examples at the end of the eighth century, was first taken up 
in western Scandinavia.84 Sindbæk has demonstrated that this style became dominant 
across Scandinavia before the mid-ninth century, but suggests with reference to 
archaeological examples that it spread gradually from the likely centre of its 
innovation.85 The newly devised gripping beast is featured on numerous items found in 
the elite Oseberg burial, but importantly not on the ship itself. This vessel, which is 
                                                             
81 Accordingly, as Pesch and Blankenfeldt suggest (‘Some Ancient Mysteries’, p. 11), such objects ‘were 
expressions of [magnates’] culture and can perhaps be seen as material and immaterial “ambassadors” for 
the Germanic way of life’. Further, these objects are decorated in styles ‘that can be seen as an authentic 
expression of Germanic society, as status symbols and as signs that their wearers shared a common 
identity’ (Pesch, ‘The Goldsmith’, p. 38, and see the references there). 
82 Much scholarship exists on the different styles of animal ornamentation which have been identified 
across the Viking Age. For an introduction see Wilson and Klindt-Jensen, Viking Art, pp. 48–160; Wilson, 
‘The Development of Viking Art’, 323–38 and Graham-Campbell, Viking Artefacts, pp. 138–40. 
83 The question of whether styles were tied to particular regions or dynasties is a difficult one to answer. 
It is possible that all styles were developed by single craftsmen or workshops for individual dynasties, but 
this is difficult to trace given the diffusion of styles across Scandinavia. Svanberg (‘Exclusive Jewellery’, p. 
119) suggests that the development of the so-called ‘Hiddensee’ style of the late Viking Age was tied to the 
political strategies of the Danish king Haraldr blátǫnn and his family, but this is difficult to confirm. See 
also Jansson, ‘År 970/971’, pp. 267–94 and especially p. 279. 
84 Sindbæk, ‘Gripping Beast’, p. 129. 
85 Ibid., p. 131. 
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decorated in the earlier ‘Style III’, can be traced to a more northerly shipyard.86 The 
implication is that the gripping beast motif had garnered popularity among the elite in 
the south of Norway, but had not spread to the milieu where the ship was constructed. 
In the former area, where the gripping beast was innovative and fashionable, knowledge 
of how to impress this motif in elite metalwork and other materials would likely have 
been highly prized, and such training would not have been possessed by all craftsmen. 
Excepting trade and exchange, rulers’ access to objects bearing fashionable motifs and 
styles would have been entirely dependent on whether they could retain a craftsman 
who knew how to work in them. The most successful itinerant metalworkers would 
likely be those with the largest and most up-to-date artistic repertoire—those who had 
the ability to cater for a range of different regionally flexible preferences. It is clear that 
the knowledge and abilities of some craftsmen were more highly valued than others. 
This important fact will be returned to in due course.   
 Within particular styles, there was always scope for innovation and for the 
metalworker’s personal touches.87 Many Viking-Age wealth objects exhibit unique 
artistic flairs that would have individualised them and made them more exclusive in the 
sphere of exchange. The gradual development of Viking-Age art-styles can be seen as 
the culmination of technical and stylistic experiments carried out by craftsmen across 
Scandinavia in the period. Some of the artistic innovations carried out by metalworkers 
found wide acceptance: the gripping beast motif discussed above is an example of the 
kind of innovation that would come to be popular in all spheres of Scandinavian society. 
Other lines of experimentation are attested on only a few objects and were not pursued 
over a long period. Horn Fuglesang mentions a small group of later tenth-century swords 
decorated in the Ringerike style which feature distinctive vegetal ornament of a 
continental character. This ornamentation, introduced independently by several expert 
smiths across Scandinavia, presumably failed to garner popularity in its respective areas 
of reception, and was subsequently dropped.88  
 Such stylistic experiments were carried out to some degree by metalworkers 
                                                             
86 Ibid., p. 132; Bonde and Stylegar, ‘Fra Avaldsnes’, p. 164. The ship is thought to have been made of wood 
which was not local to the area around Oseberg itself (Bonde and Christensen, ‘Dendrochronological’, p. 
256). 
87 Indeed, workshops cultivated their own techniques and would have had individual artistic flairs (see 
Sindbæk, ‘Urban Crafts and Oval Brooches’, p. 416). Speaking of Scandinavian goldsmiths, Capelle (‘An 
Insight’, p. 21) suggests that ‘within the prescribed design, the individual caster clearly had enough scope 
to personalise his products as desired without straying too far from the standard specifications’.  
88 Horn Fuglesang, Ringerike, pp. 42–3. 
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across Scandinavia, whether working for an elite patron or otherwise. However, there 
would have been greater incentive for elite metalworkers to employ stylistic flair in their 
work. The availability of a wider variety of precious materials, and the promise of richer 
payment, meant that high-class craftsmen would be inclined to individualise their 
products.89 The early Viking-Age pattern-welded sword found at Lødingen in Norway 
provides an excellent example. The pommel and guard of this sword are ornamented 
with inlaid silver and copper wires. Interspersing this inlay are twelve cast bronze panels, 
each depicting a different gripping beast. Two larger gripping beasts run up the pommel 
of the sword, and these are flanked by inlaid twisted wire.90 As was discussed in section 
i.b., the material and artistic splendour of a prestige item translates directly into the 
symbolic capital that accrues to the giver when such an item is conferred. It was 
therefore attendant on the elite metalworker to produce visually impressive objects 
which dealt with prevailing fashions in unique ways—and this would have required a 
significant capital of knowledge. In the case of less prestigious items intended for utility 
rather than display, the need for bespoke ornamentation and an engagement with 
current art styles was evidently not as apparent. In this regard one can compare swords 
such as that found at Barkarby in Uppland, Sweden, which features only simple 
ornamentation, or the example from Kjørven, Oppland, Norway, which features none at 
all.91 In the example from Lødingen, the metalworker observed prevailing fashions by 
representing gripping beasts on his work, but was evidently keen to couch this art in an 
impressively executed bespoke design. This sword, and others like it, would have clearly 
announced the status and authority of their owner.92 The finest pieces would also display 
the unique combination of the metalworker’s training and artistic imagination. 
                                                             
89 Wicker (‘Elusive Goldsmith’, p. 69) draws attention to two Vendel-era bracteates at Äskatorp and Väsby 
which were almost certainly produced by the same craftsman. One is basic in design, while the other was 
enriched with elaborate borders and a splendid loop. She suggests that the artistry of the latter piece was 
encouraged by the wealth of the patron. A similar suggestion has been made by Holmqvist in the case of 
Viking-Age brooches found at Helgö (Helgö IV: Workshop, p. 24). 
90 See Graham-Campbell, Viking Artefacts, pp. 69–70 (plate 245) and Dunning and Evison, ‘Palace of 
Westminster Sword’, pp. 132–4. 
91 For the sword from Barkarby, see Graham-Campbell, Viking Artefacts, p. 70 (plate 247) and for the sword 
from Kjørven, see p. 70 (plate 248) and Petersen, De norske vikingesverd, pp. 136–40. 
92 One might also consider the bronze sword hilt of Norwegian provenance found on the Hebridean island 
of Eigg, which is gilded and ornamented with silver wire and silver plates featuring niello inlay (Graham-
Campbell, Viking Artefacts, p. 70, plate 246; Shetelig, Viking Antiquaries, III, pp. 63–6), or the mid-ninth-
century sword found in the boat-chamber grave in Hedeby (Graham-Campbell, Viking Artefacts, p. 70, 
plate 249; Müller-Wille, Das Bootkammergrab, p. 77). In both examples one may observe a similar 
consciousness of prevailing fashions as on the Lødingen sword, but also a tendency towards the kind of 
artistic innovation that would individualise the piece and increase its value. 
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II.iii.b. Technical power 
It should be said that elite metalworkers evidently could not succeed on the basis of 
their extensive knowledge of art styles and schemes alone. An exclusive technical 
knowledge would be required to execute the kind of innovative and individualised 
designs that would furnish their products with prestige in the arenas of exchange and 
display. One such technique was that of pattern welding, which was used to create 
attractive and resilient sword blades and spearheads. Pattern-welded objects found in 
Scandinavia are overwhelmingly represented by imports from Anglo-Saxon England and 
the Carolingian Empire.93 Nevertheless, as Martens has demonstrated, a very small 
number of pattern-welded spearheads and sword blades were produced by a minority of 
very highly skilled Scandinavian metalworkers. She contends that ‘one cannot exclude 
the possibility that a very limited number of blacksmiths in ninth-century Norway, 
perhaps working on farms belonging to the king or his chieftains, mastered pattern-
welding without this speciality spreading to the greater number of blacksmiths working 
elsewhere in the country’.94  
 The technique of inlay was similarly exclusive. It was reintroduced to Scandinavia 
in the Viking Age after it had fallen out of use in the Vendel period. As with pattern 
welding, inlay was a technique that predominated in continental workshops, and is 
widely attested on Carolingian sword hilts.95 Also like pattern welding, inlay spread to 
Scandinavia on a small scale and was practised by a very limited number of elite 
metalworkers. Inlay in the Viking Age is first attested on the splendid rattle from the 
ninth-century ship grave at Oseberg, which was produced natively for a very exclusive 
milieu.96 It is later employed in some of the most exquisite sword hilts and spearhead 
sockets of the period, and the splendid hilt from Lødingen has already been mentioned. 
To this should be added the three inlaid sockets which were placed in the tenth-century 
smith’s grave at Bygland discussed above. Ringerike-style sockets with inlay, and inlaid 
hilts, were also excavated at the eleventh-century smith’s grave at By.97 The practice of 
inlay is rare on Viking-Age weapons and jewellery, and would have been both costly and 
highly sought after.  
                                                             
93 Martens, ‘Viking Age Weapons’. 
94 Ibid., p. 131. 
95 Ibid. 
96 Ibid., p. 132. 
97 Ibid., pp. 132–3. 
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 Metalworkers’ acquisition and application of the techniques of inlay and pattern 
welding would have increased the exclusivity of their products, and consequently the 
desirability of their services. Martens hypothesises that Scandinavian smiths learned 
pattern welding and inlay from continental metalworkers and their products, and that 
the technical knowledge of these processes remained in possession of a ‘highly skilled 
minority’ working for the aristocracy.98 This is a convincing suggestion. A complete 
knowledge of stylistic and technical fashions, and an ability to work in them, would have 
been cultivated by the most proficient smiths. These techniques would then be passed 
on to apprentices and diffused piecemeal through contacts with other metalworkers and 
workshops.99  
 
II.iv. Craftsmen and political control 
 
The archaeological record allows for some conclusions about the role of the high-class 
smith. Firstly, this was a figure closely associated with the Viking-Age elite. Rulers’ 
monopoly over the metalworker and his creative process would admittedly have 
lessened after the foundation of aristocratically sponsored towns, but there is little to 
suggest that actual contact between smiths and rulers lessened, or that smiths ceased to 
visit aristocratic centres to carry out their work. In fact, for practical reasons, the 
relationship between metalworkers and their patrons would likely have remained 
personal, irrespective of the site at which they were working. Secondly, the elite 
metalworker presumably had the freedom to range between patrons at towns and 
aristocratic residences, and could have sought work on a season-by-season basis. Finds 
of richly furnished smiths’ graves located far from significant centres, both in 
Scandinavia and across northwestern Europe, imply that smiths often travelled to and 
from different patrons. This much is also suggested by the finds of identical 
metalworking equipment at different sites within a single region. Thirdly, elite 
metalworkers continually experimented with their technological and artistic repertoire 
in order to best construe their patron’s status and authority in their work. Some styles 
evidently did not catch on, as with the hilts with vegetal sword ornament discussed by 
                                                             
98 Ibid., p. 136. 




Horn Fuglesang, but these examples indicate a pervasive desire on the part of the 
metalworker to individualise his products and increase their value and impact in the 
sphere of exchange. Fourthly, there cannot have been many metalworkers such as those 
interred at By and Bygland. Only a very small number of craftsmen would have been 
able to develop the stylistic and technical knowledge necessary to create the most 
exclusive objects.100 
 Considering the itineracy of elite metalworkers together with the great value of 
the technical and stylistic knowledge that they carried, it is a distinct possibility that 
these figures were regarded as politically problematic. The elite smith could have 
worked for a magnate for several seasons or more, producing items for exchange and 
display. He would have to bring his specific technological and stylistic knowledge to 
bear, as well as his judgment, and the items he produced would therefore be 
individualised. Crucially, the smith could leave his patron to work elsewhere at various 
junctures. The implications of this are significant. The departure of a high-class 
metalworker would reduce the patron’s capacity to obtain the most prestigious items for 
exchange. Further, because some techniques were only known and practised by a very 
small number of smiths, the departure of a particularly skilled metalworker could 
permanently deprive a patron of access to certain technologies and styles. There was no 
guarantee that a metalworker with a comparable artistic or technical repertoire would 
ever work for the patron in question thereafter. This would have been a troubling 
prospect given the very real chance that metalworkers could have gone on to work for 
rival elites. The visual elements which so plainly announced the status and authority of 
one patron in the arenas of exchange and display could be easily reproduced for another. 
This would have been more alarming in consideration of the fact that the products of 
each high-class metalworker were highly individualised and could be recognisable. 
Indeed, there are no other swords extant exactly like the one excavated at Lødingen in 
Norway, because each elite metalworker would have cultivated a personal style based 
on his unique combination of artistic and technical training, and his own imagination. 
The production of individualised prestige items for a different magnate would actively 
undermine the socio-political strategies of the old patron, which demanded that the 
                                                             
100 Callmer (‘Wayland’, p. 342) suggests that ‘deep and exclusive knowledge is probably the most important 
criterion [of craft production]. This means that craft production in this narrower but more significant 




unique items commissioned and gifted by him remained exclusive. Attempts by the elite 
to control the spread of skilled artisans and their products for this very reason are widely 
evidenced in ethnographic literature.101 This tendency is also frequently discussed from 
a historical perspective,102 and is hinted at in Old Norse literary sources.103  
 The ambivalence of the craftsman—a topic which will be expanded on in 
Chapters III and IV—is in historical contexts rooted in his ability to create the material 
and visual icons of authority. The metalworker’s politically charged products did not 
allow him to affect rulers in a directly negative fashion—this is a privilege that fell to the 
poet, as shall be discussed shortly—but the smith’s role was nevertheless a sensitive 
one.104 In Viking-Age Scandinavia the metalworker exercised great personal jurisdiction 
over how the power of the elite is construed in the visual sphere. With the establishment 
of towns and the gravitation of artisans away from central-place complexes, the elite 
metalworker became an increasingly uncontrollable agent. Belonging to a select milieu 
and serving patrons only as long as they had the means, the elite smith was a mobile 
repository of the knowledge that was directly transferrable into the visual-symbolic 
language of power and authority. Semi-itinerant, intimately connected with rulers and 
their authority, and carrying precious knowledge, these figures performed a role that 
was wholly necessary, but one which had the potential to cause uncertainty and unease.  
                                                             
101 Earle and Brumfiel (‘Introduction’, p. 3) discuss how rulers in traditional societies across the world 
‘achieve monopoly control over certain classes of goods, often articles of social prestige…which serve as 
useful tools in expanding political power’. They further suggest that ‘rulers…tried to monopolize all long-
distance trade and elite craft production within their dominions’ (p. 8). 
102 This much is implied by Kilger’s comment that ‘it was in his interest [i.e. that of a Scandinavian ruler] 
to create a shortage of prestigious items which would increase his standing and at the same time underpin 
his power over others’ (‘Wholeness and Holiness’, p. 260). Hamerow suggests that the elite at Gudme 
attempted to control the spread of items they commissioned in order to preserve their exclusivity (Early 
Medieval Settlements, p. 185; see also Wicker, ‘The Organization of Crafts’, p. 149). Such a restriction on 
production can also be observed in Anglo-Saxon England. According to Saunders, Anglo-Saxon kings’ 
control of the production of prestige goods ‘maintained the value of the gift as a symbol of royal authority’ 
(‘Trade, Towns and States’, p. 37). 
103 Niðuðr’s imprisonment of the mythological smith Vǫlundr in the eddic poem Vǫlundarkviða might be 
seen as an expression of a real aristocratic tendency to monopolise the metalworker’s expertise in order 
to prevent it from spreading to other customers (see Clunies Ross, A History, p. 91). The degree to which 
this reflects historical reality has been debated (see Gustafsson, ‘Beyond Wayland' and Leif Einarsson, 
‘Artisanal Revenge’). This tendency is also corroborated by the sixth-century text Vita Sancti Severini, in 
which a queen named Giso detains skilled goldsmiths and compels them to make treasures for her. See 
Wicker, ‘The Organization of Crafts Production’, p. 146.  
104 The sagas suggest that Icelandic craftsmen frequently produced offensive effigies or níðstengur to 
shame their enemies, elite or otherwise. However, there is little to suggest that this was practised in elite 
circles in mainland Scandinavia. This is discussed in greater detail in Chapter IV.ii.a. The chance that 
metalworkers might produce substandard weapons which fail their users in battle was also likely a cause 
of significant anxiety for the elite, and anyone else commissioning weapons. On the perception of deficient 
weapons in Old English and Old Norse literature, see Jorgensen, ‘Useless Weapon’. 
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II.v. Poets and kings 
 
As this chapter has illustrated, it was the products of elite craftsmen—items such as 
weapons, dress objects and ships—that allowed for the establishment and maintenance 
of relationships between rival elites and between magnates and their followers in the 
arena of gift exchange. The value of the craftsman’s creations was as much symbolic as 
economic: his products were materially rich, and also communicated the authority of 
the patron who commissioned and exchanged them. Viking-Age skalds were also 
specialists in preserving and advertising the power of elites in their products, and often 
did so by specifically referencing their patron’s generous gift-givings. In this way, the 
roles of craftsmen and poets as shapers of elite identity intersected powerfully. The 
circumstances in which skalds composed their verses, and the function which these 
verses had in political contexts in Viking-Age Scandinavia, will be the subject of this 
section.  
 
II.v.a. Elite relationships 
Before turning to the effects of skaldic verse in political contexts in Viking-Age 
Scandinavia, it will first be necessary to establish the circumstances of the skalds’ work, 
and to discuss the nature of their relationships with the elite. It is clear that the skald 
would usually remain in close contact with Scandinavian rulers at least for the duration 
of the process of poetic composition. Presumably in the interests of narrative economy, 
most accounts of poetic performance compound the process of composition and 
recitation into a single event, and omit any mention of the learning of the recited poem 
by the audience. There are nevertheless suggestions that the whole process of poetic 
composition was longer than most sagas intimate. The work of distilling vast amounts 
of dictional and metrical information into a polished poem was evidently not 
instantaneous. In chapter 60 of Egils saga it is suggested that, even under the threat of 
death, Egill Skallagrímsson’s Hǫfuðlausn took a whole night to compose and memorise. 
In more extreme cases, and under less duress, poems might take months to complete. 
As suggested in Chapter I.i.a, the title of Þjóðólfr ór Hvini’s mythologically rich poem 
Haustlǫng literally means ‘autumn-long.’ This may be taken as an indication of the 
lengthy phase of metrical and lexical arithmetic that was necessary for the completion 
of particularly ornate poems. Just as elite craftsmen would have needed to remain in the 
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vicinity of their patrons and receive instructions concerning their commission, it is 
possible that poets would have held lengthy conversations with their patrons about 
which information—or efni—should be included in their encomia.105 The composition 
of ekphrastic poetry would also have required the poet to study their subject matter in 
some detail. During the composition of Húsdrápa, a poem which describes the ornate 
panelling at Óláfr pái’s hall at Hjarðarholt in Iceland, the poet Úlfr Uggason would have 
needed to reside in his patron’s homestead to study his subject matter in detail.  
 After its initial performance, skaldic poetry then had to be repeated and 
memorised, presumably in order that it could be repeated and diffused after the poet’s 
departure. Fidjestøl suggests that ‘dróttkvætt composition presupposed an audience of 
aristocratic temper with the resources and leisure to appreciate poems, get them by 
heart, and pass them on to others’.106 In chapter 9 of Sneglu-Halla þáttr, the poet Halli 
leaves his patron Haraldr Guðinason before the king could learn the recently recited 
poem. The king then complains ‘engi hróðr verðr oss af því kvæði, er engi kann’.107 This 
fascinating complaint suggests that it was normal for poets to reside with their patrons 
while recited poetry was learned in preparation for its wider transmission. Fidjestøl 
suggests that ‘since the function of a poem was to give permanence to a prince’s renown, 
some system was needed to ensure that it was passed on and taught to succeeding 
generations. In the nature of the case that too must have been a task for the skald’.108 It 
is clear that the poet’s personal contact with Scandinavian leaders would often be 
lengthy, and would both precede and follow the initial performance with which most 
sources are occupied.  
 Icelandic saga literature suggests that, after the composition and recitation of 
their poetry, skalds could even be admitted into their patron’s drótt—a privilege that 
was not granted to elite craftsmen. This must be connected with skalds’ lengthy stays 
                                                             
105 On the efni of skaldic poems, see Chapter I.iii.c. 
106 Fidjestøl, ‘“Have you heard a poem worth more?”’, p. 123. 
107 Sneglu-Halla þáttr, ch. 9 (Eyfirðinga sögur, ed. Jónas Kristjánsson, p. 290) — ‘no fame accrues to me 
from a poem no one knows’. 
108 ‘Poems on Princes’, p. 246; see also ‘The King’s Skald’, p. 75. Lindow (‘Riddles’, p. 322) speculates that 
there existed an initial stage of poetic composition and first performance where the audience had to 
decode the complex meaning of skaldic poetry for the first time. He then suggests that a second stage of 
‘re-performance’ occurred, where the skaldic poem was fixed in oral tradition and the solutions to the 
complex kennings are ‘taught’ to listeners by the poet. While the fusion of the distinct stages of 
composition and recitation that Lindow suggests is problematic, it is likely that a secondary stage of re-
performance was a necessary part of the services which the skald offered. 
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within elite halls, and their interactions with resident retainers.109 In Styrmir Kárason’s 
additions to Óláfs saga Tryggvasonar, it is suggested that ‘Óláfr konungr hafði með sér 
marga íslenzka menn ok hafði þá í góðu yfirlæti ok gerði þá sína hirðmenn’.110 Given the 
Icelandic monopoly on the production of praise poetry in the later Viking Age, it is likely 
that many of these Íslenzkir menn would have been poets. Chapter 8 of Egils saga 
provides an image of the Norwegian king Haraldr hárfagri with a group of skalds in 
attendance as hirðmenn, possibly at different stages of poetic composition:111  
 
Af ǫllum hirðmǫnnum virði konungr mest skáld sín; þeir skipuðu annat ǫndvegi. 
Þeira sat innast Auðun illskælda; hann var elztr þeira ok hann hafði verit skáld 
Hálfdanar svarta, fǫður Haralds konungs. Þar næst sat Þorbjǫrn hornklofi, en þar 
næst sat Ǫlvir hnúfa, en honum it næsta var skipat Bárði; hann var þar kallaðr 
Bárðr hvíti eða Bárðr sterki.112 
 
Of all of his retainers the king honoured his poets the most; they occupied the 
second bench. Auðun illskælda sat the furthest in; he was the eldest among them, 
and he had been the skald of Hálfdan svarti, the father of King Haraldr. Next to 
him sat Þorbjǫrn hornklofi, and next to him Ǫlvir hnúfa. Bárðr was sat next to 
him. He was called Bárðr hvíti or Bárðr sterki there. 
 
This passage suggests that Scandinavian rulers had personal poets, who doubled as 
retainers and were allotted a special space in the hall. Some, as with Auðun illskælda, 
evidently enjoyed a particularly close relationship with their patron’s dynasty. It also 
suggests that multiple poets could work for single rulers—a situation which is also 
corroborated in other Icelandic sources.113  
 The kind of close relationship between patrons and poets suggested in the above 
account is often celebrated in verse, either in the third person or personally. In stanza 4 
                                                             
109 Clunies Ross discusses poets as members of the drótt in A History, pp. 45–8. See also Lindow, ‘Riddles’, 
pp. 322–3 on the drótt in the context of skaldic poetry more widely. 
110 Text normalised from Flateyjarbok: En Samling, ed. Guðbrandur Vigfússon and Unger, III, p. 243 — 
‘King Óláfr had with him many Icelandic men and held them in great esteem, and made them his 
retainers’. On this addition, see Gade, ‘Poetry and its Changing Importance’, p. 78. 
111 On Haraldr’s skalds, see Fidjestøl, ‘The King’s Skald’, pp. 69–70. 
112 Egils saga, ch. 8 (ed. Bjarni Einarsson, p. 9). 
113 Skáldatal, a list of poets and their patrons preserved in DG 114 to (Codex Upsaliensis) suggests that the 
Norwegian Hákon jarl Sigurðsson was attended by no less than nine poets during his rule, and internal 
evidence in much of the poetry produced by these poets confirms this association. See Ström, ‘Poetry’. 
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of the tenth-century poem Gráfeldardrápa, Glúmr Geirason describes his patron Haraldr 
gráfeldr as ‘allvaldr, sás gaf mǫrgum skǫldum slǫg gunnhǫrga’.114 Later in the Viking Age, 
Sighvatr Þórðarson celebrates his close relationship with his patron Óláfr helgi in a verse:  
 
 Ek tók lystr, né lastak 
 — leyfð íð es þat — síðan, 
 sóknar Njǫrðr, við sverði 
 — sás mínn vili — þínu. 
 Þollr, fekkt húskarl hollan 
 — hǫfum ráðit vel báðir — 
 látrs, en ek lánardróttin, 
 linns blóða, mér góðan.115 
 
Ek tók við sverði þínu lýstr, Njǫrðr sóknar, né lastak síðan; sás vili mínn; þat es 
leyfð íð. Þollr látrs blóða linns, fekkt hollan húskarl, en ek mér góðan 
lánardróttin; hǫfum báðir ráðit vel. 
 
I accepted your sword eagerly, Njǫrðr <god> of combat [WARRIOR], and I will not 
criticise it thereafter; that is my will; it is a celebrated deed. Fir of the den of the 
brother of the snake [SERPENT > GOLD > MAN], you received a loyal retainer, and I 
myself a good liege; we have both decided well. 
 
In this verse, Sighvatr enshrines the mutually beneficial nature of the relationship that 
his patron’s gift, and its poetic response, establishes.116 His stanza suggests that the 
receipt of gifts not only encouraged the production of poetry, but could also establish 
reciprocal relationships between poets and their patrons which involved formal 
admittance into the drótt.  
 In some cases, poets’ relationships with their royal patrons were so close that they 
could become their close confidants. For example, Sighvatr Þórðarson develops such a 
                                                             
114 Glúmr Geirason, Gráfeldardrápa 4 (ed. Finlay, SkP 1.I, p. 252) — ‘the ruler of all [KING = Haraldr gráfeldr], 
he who gave many poets strikers of battle-shrines [SHIELDS > WEAPONS]’. 
115 Sighvatr Þórðarson, Lausavísur 3 (ed. Fulk, SkP 1.II, p. 702). 




close relationship with his patron Óláfr helgi that he becomes the king’s advisor and 
later kinsman.117 To take another example, Þorbjǫrn hornklofi was apparently at Haraldr 
hárfagri’s court from his childhood. Fagrskinna has it that ‘hann var gamall vinr 
konunga, er jafnan hafði í hirðum verit frá barnœsku’.118 It has also already been observed 
that Haraldr hárfagri’s connection to Auðun illskælda was inherited from his father. 
Unlike craftsmen, then, skalds produced and delivered their products within the halls 
of Scandinavian magnates. The occupation of Viking-Age poets often brought these 
figures into very close contact with the elite.  
 
II.v.b. Itineracy 
Although poets were generally able to develop closer relationships with their patrons 
than craftsmen, it is highly significant that both figures nevertheless cultivated a semi-
itinerant lifestyle and moved from patron to patron seeking work. The image of the 
mobile poet is a topos in the literature of Western Europe in the medieval period.119 
Whereas the smith’s itineracy is chiefly evident in the archaeological record, the habitual 
mobility of the Scandinavian poet is revealed in the corpus of Icelandic sagas, and in 
skaldic verse which mentions visits to different elite patrons. In the Old Norse corpus, 
skalds’ migration from ruler to ruler was seen as something of a rite of passage.120 Poets 
moved from patron to patron in order to ensure a constant stream of payment for their 
poetry. Saga literature suggests that after the process of poetic composition, 
performance and re-performance was complete, poets, like craftsmen, would ordinarily 
seek a new patron. In the relatively short text Gunnlaugs saga ormstungu, the 
eponymous Gunnlaugr travels to five separate patrons: Eiríkr jarl in Norway; Aðalráðr 
in England; Sigurðr jarl Hlǫðvisson in Orkney; and both Óláfr sœnski and another 
Sigurðr jarl in Sweden. Gunnlaugr also makes repeat visits to the first three of these. The 
incredible frequency of these court visits in the saga has been noted, but Gunnlaugr’s 
movement from ruler to ruler is by no means an unusual situation in Icelandic 
                                                             
117 On close relationships between poets and their patrons, see Fidjestøl, ‘The King’s Skald’, p. 78; ‘Poems 
on Princes’, p. 247 and Gade, ‘Poetry and its Changing Importance’, pp. 80–1. The role of poets as advisors 
becomes pronounced in the thirteenth century, but had its roots earlier; see Guðrún Nordal, Tools of 
Literacy, pp. 120–30. 
118 Fagrskinna, ch. 2 (Ágrip, ed. Bjarni Einarsson, p. 59) — ‘he was an old friend of kings, who had always 
been in retinues from his youth’. 
119 Consider the Old English poem Widsið, which is almost entirely concerned with the wide travels of an 
Anglo-Saxon scop. The Middle Irish text Talland Étair is also concerned with a mobile court poet who 
moves across Ireland threatening to compose slander about rulers.  
120 Whaley, ‘Social and Professional Relations’, pp. 286–9. 
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literature.121 The thirteenth-century catalogue of poets and their patrons, Skáldatal, 
suggests that some poets worked for multiple different leaders across Scandinavia in 
their careers.122  
 An abundance of sources describe skalds’ movements and their interactions with 
the political elite. In this way, it is easier to derive a picture of the careers of Viking-Age 
poets than was the case with craftsmen. Nevertheless, it is clear that many basic 
occupational similarities existed between these figures. Skalds, who likely conducted the 
process of poetic composition at the halls of the Scandinavian elite, evidently had greater 
opportunity to establish close ties with their patrons and their patron’s drótt. This 
important distinction notwithstanding, it is clear that both figures could be at least 
seasonally itinerant, and both interacted personally with the magnates who 
commissioned their products. The itineracy of poets and their interactions with the elite 
will be returned to in due course.  
 
II.vi. Poetry, gifts and authority 
 
II.vi.a. Technical complexity and prestige 
With the image of the semi-itinerant and aristocratically involved poet in mind, it is 
worth turning to consider the qualities and roles of skaldic poetry itself in courtly 
contexts. The primary function of skaldic verse addressed to the elite was to inflate the 
fame of its subject through the use of flattering and ornate language. This core quality 
of encomiastic verse is captured in the words used to refer to it in the Old Norse 
corpus—hróðr, mærð and lof. These words ordinarily mean ‘glory’, ‘fame’.123 This 
interesting equivocality implies that skaldic praise poetry and renown were regarded as 
one and the same and that, by implication, skalds were seen as the creators and 
controllers of elite reputations. The desirability of poets as constructors and advertisers 
of elite identities is self-evident in the enormous amount of wealth that rulers in 
Scandinavia—and indeed across Europe—gave over to these figures.124  
                                                             
121 Finlay, ‘Narrative Themes’, p. 36; Andersson, Family Saga, pp. 127–8. 
122 Óttarr svarti, for instance, is recorded as composing for Óláfr sœnski, Ǫnundr Óláfsson, and Óláfr helgi. 
Einarr Skúlason works for a striking seven poets in his lifetime (see Wellendorf, ‘Skaldic School Canon’, 
p. 125, n. 1). A great many poets recorded in Skáldatal work for at least two separate patrons. Further, it is 
likely that there were many more poets working in Scandinavia than those mentioned in Skáldatal. See 
Fidjestøl, ‘Poems on Princes’, p. 237, and Vésteinn Ólason, ‘Kali’, pp. 224–5. 
123 See Kreutzer, Dichtungslehre, pp. 49–57. 
124 As early as the sixth century, itinerant poets such as Venantius Fortunatus were receiving lavish 
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 Much like material objects, skaldic poetry could convey the wealth and renown 
of its subject and patron through its stylistic and technical complexity. Clunies Ross 
suggests that ‘the social and intellectual milieu of the courts [of Scandinavia] seems to 
have given an impetus to the development of a court poetry that privileged abstruse 
diction, fractured syntax, riddling allusions to Old Norse myth and heroic legend and 
complex verse forms.’125 The ever-increasing demand for more complex metrics and 
diction reflects an elite interest in poetry which announced its own expense and 
exclusivity through its design alone.126  
 The earliest attested praise poem in dróttkvætt, Þorbjǫrn hornklofi’s Glymdrápa, 
already displays many of the metrical and stylistic features that would become typical of 
the encomiastic poetry composed in the skaldic period.127 This indicates that the basic 
conventions for the composition of skaldic encomia were relatively fixed at an early 
stage. However, beyond the metrical and dictional ornamentation that was required for 
praise poetry to be sufficiently ennobling, skalds could employ individual skill and 
innovation in a limitless variety of ways to lend prestige to their poetry and thus their 
addressees.128 Just as the exquisite archaeological finds of the Viking Age attest a gradual 
development of ornamentation and technique, the skaldic period is characterised by a 
series of great innovations in poetic style.129 The products of the most successful poets 
heralded advances in the skaldic idiom. Like craftsmen, some poets distinguished 
themselves by cultivating special skills and techniques, and were particularly acclaimed 
as a result.130 Egill Skallagrímsson’s Hǫfuðlausn, for instance, is the first attested praise 
poem composed with end rhyme. The poem’s unique metrical and stylistic innovations 
                                                             
hospitality and positions of influence as a reward for their encomia (see Brennan, ‘Venantius’, pp. 63–5; 
68). The medieval Irish tale Talland Étair is also occupied with the kind of extreme demands that a poet 
could make of the elite.  
125 A History, p. 2. 
126 Lindow (‘Complexity’, pp. 322–3) even suggests that complex metrics and diction of skaldic poetry could 
only be unravelled by members of the elite, and that such poetry was therefore exclusive in the truest 
sense of the word. 
127 See Fidjestøl, Det norrøne fyrstediktet, p. 87 on the date of Glymdrápa. 
128 Frank (‘Marketing Óðinn’s Mead’, p. 256) suggested that many skaldic poems had a ‘Unique Selling 
Proposition’, or USP, which let them ‘stand out against the competition’. 
129 The ways in which poets flattered their patrons were particularly varied earlier in the skaldic period, 
before the form of skaldic praise poetry had become fixed. Some poems, such as Þorbjǫrn hornklofi’s 
Haraldskvæði, Eyvindr skáldaspillir’s Hákonarmál and the anonymous Eiríksmál appropriate eddic metres 
and style to praise their subjects. As will be discussed presently, other poems display more unique metrical 
experimentation. On the variety in early skaldic poetry, see Whaley, ‘Skaldic Poetry’, p. 482. 
130 In the first chapter of Skáldskaparmál, Snorri Sturluson suggested that there existed a group of 
hǫfuðskáld or ‘head-poets’ in the Viking Age. While it is not possible to trace this concept back to the early 
skaldic period, it is used by Einarr Skúlason in Geisli, a poem from c. 1153, to refer to the Viking-Age poets 
Sighvatr Þórðarson and Óttarr svarti. 
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would have made it a particularly memorable and prestigious encomium, and its 
delivery doubtless made a significant impact.131 The enduring fame of this poem might 
be judged by the continuation of runhent as a metre used for skaldic praise poetry, and 
by the number of hǫfuðlausn poems which appear to be modelled on Egill’s own work.132 
Other, particularly acclaimed verses were re-quoted by later skalds.133 Later in the skaldic 
period, Einarr Skúlason’s part-erfidrápa, part-saint’s life Geisli marked a drastic change 
in the direction of the skaldic art, and numerous poets began imitating Einarr’s 
splendidly innovated Christian diction.134  
 It is evident from the above that, like skilled craftsmen, skalds worked broadly in 
line with prevailing fashions, but exercised a high degree of personal authority over the 
design of their products. The most enterprising poets would naturally be valued more 
highly, since they could most effectively bolster the authority of their patrons in their 
art. Also like craftsmen, poets producing the most innovative and valuable products 
would have needed to cultivate an extensive and highly individualised knowledge 
capital.  
 
II.vi.b. Encomiastic poetry 
As with material objects, technical and stylistic originality was a highly important factor 
in determining the acclaim which skaldic verse could impart upon its patron. As a verbal 
medium, however, encomiastic poetry could communicate the power and glory of its 
subject with greater clarity and articulation than the products of the craftsman. Skaldic 
praise poetry frequently achieved this by fixating on lavish exchanges. In such verses, 
skalds elevated a ruler’s generosity into the realm of the ideal, and at the same time 
provided a framework for understanding the value of gifts given, and the obligations 
attendant on the recipients. In the verse by Sighvatr Þórðarson quoted in section v.a., 
for example, the poet immortalises the nature and value of the gift that Óláfr offers him. 
In the second helmingr, Sighvatr discusses the obligations that result: he will serve the 
king as a hollr húskarl on account of the gift, and in return he gains a lánardróttinn. The 
                                                             
131 Stefán Einarsson, ‘The Poetry of Egill Skalla-Grímsson’, pp. 41–2. 
132 Clunies Ross, A History, p. 32; ‘Egils saga and Hǫfuðlausn’. 
133 For instance, stanza 4 of Haraldr harðráði’s Gamanvísur was reshaped a century later by Rǫgnvaldr jarl 
Kali Kolsson. See Patria, ‘Quotations with a Twist’, pp. 73–80. 
134 Clunies Ross (A History, p. 131) suggests that ‘a number of lexical, structural and conceptual similarities 
between some of the surviving [Christian] poems and Geisli points to that poem’s considerable 
contemporary or near-contemporary influence on a new kind of religious poetry’. This influence is 
discussed in Attwood, ‘Intertextual Aspects’. 
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dual role of such verse as a medium of commemorating the transfer of prestige items on 
one hand and of exploring the socio-political ramifications of such gifts on the other 
resonates throughout the skaldic corpus. Stanzas 16 and 17 of Þorbjǫrn hornklofi’s 
Haraldskvæði serve as another example: 
 
 Mjǫk eru reifðir       rógbirtingar, 
 þeir es í Haralds túni       húnum verpa. 
 Féi eru þeir gœddir       ok fǫgrum mætum, 
 malmi húnlenzkum       ok mani austrœnu.135 
 
Rógbirtingar eru mjǫk reifðir, þeir es verpa húnum í túni Haralds. Þeir eru gœddir 
féi ok fǫgrum mætum, húnlenzkum malmi ok austrœnu mani. 
 
Enmity-displayers [WARRIORS] are greatly enriched, those who roll dice in 
Haraldr’s court. They are endowed with property and beautiful treasures, with 
Hunnish metal and an eastern servant-woman. 
 
 Þá eru þeir reifir,       es vitu rómu væni, 
 ǫrvir upp at hlaupa       ok árar at sveigja, 
 hǫmlur at brjóta       en hái at slíta; 
 ríkuliga hygg ek þá vǫrru þeysa       at vísa ráði.136 
 
Þá eru þeir reifir, es vitu væni rómu, ǫrvir at hlaupa upp ok at sveigja árar, at 
brjóta hǫmlur en at slíta hái; ek hygg þá þeysa vǫrru ríkuliga at ráði vísa. 
 
Then they are cheerful, when they know [there is] the expectation of battle, eager 
to leap up and to bend oars, to destroy oar-thongs and to shatter oar-ports; I 
think they rush the pulls of the oar mightily at the instruction of the lord 
[=Haraldr]. 
 
In the first of these stanzas, Þorbjǫrn describes the incredible generosity of his patron in 
                                                             
135 Þorbjǫrn hornklofi, Haraldskvæði 16 (ed. Fulk, SkP 1.I, p. 110). 
136 Þorbjǫrn hornklofi, Haraldskvæði 17 (ed. Fulk, SkP 1.I, p. 111). 
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the context of the drótt. In the idealised portrait that Þorbjǫrn offers, the symbolically 
laden prestige goods that circulate in the hall—themselves encapsulations of their 
donor’s authority—acquire a new splendour. Þorbjǫrn does not only exaggerate the 
value of Haraldr’s gifts, maximising the symbolic capital that his patron gains on his 
investment. In the second stanza, which is connected to the first by the causal 
conjunction þá, Þorbjǫrn ties these gifts into the wider system of obligations which their 
donation creates. Haraldr’s men are seen to requite the gifts they receive with 
superhuman eagerness in battle. In exalting Haraldr and his drótt as idealised 
participants in the gift-exchange system, Þorbjǫrn offers two verses which are both of 
great propagandistic value, and which act as a discourse on the ideal repayment of lordly 
gifts. In this, and many other examples, skaldic praise poetry serves as a kind of 
commentary on the circulation of finely crafted wealth items.137 In this instance, one 
expects that the symbolic capital that Haraldr reaps from his gifts is increased by the 
commentary on their transferral and requital.  
 The idealisation of a ruler’s generosity within the wider context of the drótt is a 
recurring strategy in the corpus of skaldic praise poetry. However, some of the most 
nuanced engagements with magnates’ exemplary gift-giving occur in verses which 
commemorate gifts given to the poet himself. This has been observed in Sighvatr 
Þórðarson’s verse above, but it will be useful to consider another example in greater 
detail. The poet Hallfreðr vandræðaskáld requites a gift of a sword with the following 
verse: 
 
Veitk at vísu skreyti  
víðlendr konungr sendi  
nøkðan hjǫr við nǫkkva  
núflaust burar Austra;  
verða hjǫlt fyr herði,  
hǫfum gramr (kera) framðan,  
skǫlkvings (of þák skjalga)  
skrautlig konungsnauti.138 
                                                             
137 In fact, the relationship of generous giver and loyal recipient is deeply embedded in the skaldic idiom. 
The kenning type ‘giver of gold’ is a conventional description for men of all ranks in the skaldic corpus, 
but it had its origins in the kind of praise poetry which elevated the generosity of the elite. 




Veitk at víðlendr konungr sendi vísu skreyti nøkðan hjǫr núflaust við nǫkkva 
burar Austra; skrautlig hjǫlt konungsnauti verða fyr herði skǫlkvings; gramr 
hǫfum framðan; of þák kera skjalga. 
 
I know that the widely generous king [=Óláfr Tryggvason] gives the adorner of 
verse [POET] a naked blade for the ship of the son of Austri <dvergr> [POEM]. The 
richly wrought hilt on the king’s gift comes before the war-hardener 
[WARRIOR/POET]; the prince has favoured me; I accepted the fish of vessels 
[SWORD]. 
 
As in the stanzas composed by Þorbjǫrn hornklofi and Sighvatr Þórðarson cited above, 
this verse presents a one-to-one exchange of royal gift and rendered service which is 
squarely in line with idealised gift exchange. Here the poem and sword are given as two 
commodities on an equally balanced scale of exchange, with the preposition við as the 
pivot. Hallfreðr dwells on the physical characteristics of his newly received sword, 
describing its hilt as skrautligt [richly adorned]—a fitting gift for a skreytir vísu [adorner 
of verse].139 On a basic level, Hallfreðr’s verse serves to record and immortalise the 
exchange of poem and the richly wrought sword. However, as in Þorbjǫrn’s verse above, 
this verse also explicates the moralistic aspects of the exchange. In the first helmingr, 
Hallfreðr’s patron not only gives this splendid gift, but is also víðlendr [widely 
generous]—an epithet expressive of the kind of exemplary generosity that would be 
expected of rulers. In the second helmingr, Sighvatr records the rightful presentation of 
the konungsnautr before him, which is interpreted as a symbol of the poet’s 
advancement.140 The stanza ends with Sighvatr’s acceptance of the sword. In this verse, 
then, the transfer of splendid items is enshrined in ornate language, but the exchange 
in question is commented on with reference to the wider ideals of the gift-exchange 
                                                             
interpret, but in the context of the verse it must refer to Hallfreðr’s gift. 
139 This kenning is interesting in its implication that poetry—a verbal medium—can be decorated and 
therefore be made skrautligr, much like the sword with which it is exchanged. On the decoration of verse 
in skaldic metaphor, see Chapter I.iii.b. 
140 It is expected that a proper repayment for a poem would be admirable: not too much to inflict 
significant debt, but not too little so as to underpay. It was not always the case that repayment for praise 
poetry was properly rendered. In chapter 8 of Gunnlaugs saga, the king of Dublin, Sigtryggr silkiskegg, 
gives too richly for a verse and his steward advises him of the inappropriateness of this act.  
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system.141 Poets in such instances packaged, idealised and moralised exchange acts, 
which could then be advertised far and wide—to the obvious benefit of their patrons.  
 
II.vi.c. Níð poetry 
Skalds, who were funded with and often composed about valuable items given by 
Scandinavian magnates, were necessarily internal to the gift-exchange system. As a 
product of and commentary on exchange systems that operated at particular elite sites, 
skaldic poetry could respond sensitively to changing circumstances within these 
systems. When the reciprocity of gift exchange broke down—a situation that Gouldner 
termed ‘reciprocity imbalance’—the poet as a creative agent responded accordingly.142 
In the same way that poets could magnify the splendour of aristocratic exchange and 
transform an open-handed ruler into a paragon of generosity, they could just as easily 
spread exaggerated reports of breakdowns in reciprocal exchange. This would have a 
negative impact on the subject’s reputation. Importantly, verses which criticised the 
elite for miserliness engage with the same language of exchange as the laudatory verses 
observed above. In fact, when skalds commented on the stinginess of rulers, they seem 
to have engaged more sharply with the politics of gift exchange. This can be readily 
observed in a verse addressed to Hákon jarl Sigurðarson by Einarr skálaglamm: 
 
 Gerðak veig of virða 
 víðis illrar tíðar 
 (þat vann ek, meðan aðrir) 
 ǫrr Váfaðar (svǫ́fu).  
 Komkat þess, þars þótti, 
 þingsættis, fé betra 
 — meiðr sparir hodd við hróðri 
 hverr — en skald it verra.143   
 
                                                             
141 The system of gift exchange is also enshrined in the language used during transactions between poets 
and their patrons. Compare bragarlaun and kvæðislaun [poem-payment], as well as skáldfé [poet-money], 
which are used to refer to rewards offered for poetic encomia. This way of referencing praise poetry is 
discussed by Kreutzer in Dichtungslehre, p. 281. 
142 ‘The Norm of Reciprocity’, p. 166. For a definition and discussion of negative reciprocity, see Sahlins, 
Stone Age Economics, pp. 195–6, and Models for Social Anthropology. 
143 Einarr skálaglamm Helgason, Lausavísur 1a (ed. Clunies Ross, SkP 1.I, p. 331). 
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Illrar tíðar gerðak ǫrr veig Váfaðar of virða víðis; vann ek þat, meðan aðrir svǫ́fu. 
Komkat þess þingsættis, þars fé þótti betra en skald it verra; hverr meiðr sparir 
hodd við hróðri.  
 
At a bad time I quickly crafted the potent drink of Váfuðr <=Óðinn> [POETRY] 
about men of the sea [SEAFARERS]; I created that while others slept. I have not 
[before] come to such an assembly-settler [RULER] where wealth seems better and 
the skald worse: every tree [MAN] withholds treasure from praise.  
 
In the first helmingr of this verse, Einarr declares that he has crafted a poem overnight, 
and offered it to his patron, Hákon jarl. The prose context of this verse reveals that the 
poem to which Einarr refers is his lengthy encomium, Vellekla. In the manner of other 
poets, Einarr refers to the two commodities which are ordinarily involved in the 
exchanges between poets and the elite: on the one hand fé, the wealth of the patron, and 
on the other skald, the poet and his services. He also juxtaposes the words hodd 
[treasure] and hróðr [praise poetry] in a similar fashion. In mentioning both the offered 
service and expected reward, Einarr constructs his verse in a similar fashion to those of 
Hallfreðr and Sighvatr above. However, whereas these poets provide a commentary on 
their patrons’ payment for praise poetry, Einarr comments instead on the absence of this 
requital. The framing of Hákon’s refusal to pay for his poetry as a breakdown in 
reciprocal exchange would have made for damaging press. Much like in verses composed 
in receipt of a gift, Einarr also widens the lens of the exchange act—or in this case the 
lack thereof—to include the hall society more generally. Einarr claims to have been 
composing about Hákon’s men, virðir víðis [men of the sea [SEAFARERS]], and he draws 
attention to the presence of these retainers in the hall during the composition of the 
poem. Einarr extends Hákon’s miserliness to include his drótt more widely, as hverr 
meiðr refuses to offer due payment for the poem. In this way, Einarr offers an 
unflattering view of different layers of the society at Hákon’s court. He characterises his 
dealings with Hákon as an ill tíð [bad time],144 and, perhaps most damagingly, comments 
on the abnormality of Hákon’s preference for hoarding wealth over receiving praise from 
                                                             
144 The adjective illr can also mean ‘miserly’ in contexts of hospitality and giving, and this is also the 




poets. Einarr follows the structure of verses such as those by Hallfreðr and Sighvatr in 
that he records the details of his interaction with his patron, and then expands on the 
propriety or otherwise of the exchange. This kind of press, which immortalises Hákon’s 
refusal to circulate prestige items and also provides negative commentary on it, would 
be highly damaging to its subject. 
 Another interesting example of poets responding to breakdowns in reciprocity is 
provided by Jarlsníð, a defamatory poem composed by Þorleifr Rauðfeldarson about 
Hákon jarl. The poem itself, which is reported to have been composed by Þorleifr in 
response to Hákon having destroyed his ship, is no longer attested.145 However, the 
circumstances and consequences of its delivery are referred to in no fewer than six 
sources.146 Following the tradition of other praise poems, the verses that mention 
Jarlsníð frame its politically disastrous effects in the context of gift giving. A verse 
attributed to the Danish king Sveinn tjúguskegg reports that: 
 
Grenndi Þórleifr Þrœnda  
þengils hróðr fyr drengjum;  
hafa ólítit ýtar  
Jarlsníð borit víða.  
Norðr réð verstan virðum  
vellstœri brag fœra,  
brot lands ok galt gæti  
gráliga léons bǫ́ru.147 
 
Þórleifr grenndi hróðr þengils Þrœnda fyr drengjum; ýtar hafa borit ólítit Jarlsníð 
                                                             
145 That this verse should no longer be attested does not surprise, as níð poetry was illegal in Iceland 
(Meulengracht Sørensen, Unmanly Man, pp. 15–8, 100). The hesitancy of Christian authors to record níð 
poetry is plainly expressed in chapter 5 of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs. Here, the author records the upphaf of 
the defamatory poem Buslubœn, but expresses his unwillingness to record the whole composition on 
account of its offensive content. Quinn (‘First Stanza Quotation’, p. 69) notes that the poem would have 
been ‘too shocking for a Christian audience to hear in full’. 
146 The poem is referred to in lausavísur attributed to Hallbjǫrn hali and Sveinn tjúguskegg, and is also 
mentioned by Haukr Valdísarson in stanza 18 of his Íslendingadrápa. The circumstances and consequences 
of Þorleifr’s recitation of Jarlsníð are also described in Þorleifs þáttr jarlaskálds, Sneglu-Halla þáttr and 
Oddr Snorrason’s Óláfs saga Tryggvasonar. According to Kate Heslop, ‘widespread references in reliable 
sources put Þorleifr’s activity as a skald, his association with Hákon, and his composition of níð about the 
jarl beyond doubt’ (SkP 1.I, p. 368). See also Clunies Ross, A History, p. 34. Hallbjǫrn hali’s verse about 
Þorleifr’s níð was quoted in Chapter I.ii.a.  
147 Sveinn tjúguskegg Gormsson, Lausavísa 1 (ed. Townend, SkP 1.I, p. 379). 
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víða. Réð fœra norðr verstan brag virðum vellstœri ok galt gæti lands gráliga brot 
léons bǫ́ru. 
 
Þorleifr lessened the hróðr of the prince of the Þrœndir [NORWEGIAN RULER = 
Hákon] in the presence of the retainers; people have carried the not-insignificant 
Jarlsníð widely. He brought the worst poem north to the esteemed gold-increaser 
[GENEROUS MAN = Hákon] and repaid the guardian of the land [RULER = Hákon] 
maliciously for the destruction of the lion of the wave [SHIP]. 
 
It is not clear what the content of Þorleifr’s Jarlsníð was, but the commentary on its 
delivery provided in this verse is highly illustrative. The first couplet underscores the 
severe damage that Jarlsníð apparently caused to Hákon’s reputation. Whereas in Einarr 
skálaglamm’s verse Hákon and his men are criticised for not giving over hodd [treasure] 
for the increase of their hróðr, this verse suggests that Þorleifr was able to actively reduce 
Hákon’s hróðr using his verse. That the diminution of Hákon’s positive reputation is 
done fyr drengjum [in the presence of the retainers] is particularly scathing, as this 
widens the frame of reference to encompass the warriors locked in reciprocal obligation 
to Hákon. This verse gives the impression that Jarlsníð had a direct effect on Hákon’s 
status and authority—factors which are ordinarily bolstered by praise poetry, and which 
are essential for the maintenance of the value of gifted objects.148 In the second couplet, 
Sveinn suggests that the poem was borne from this immediate hall context and was 
widely disseminated, presumably both by Þorleifr and by the immediate hearers of the 
poem.149  
 As suggested above, Jarlsníð was not composed in response to Hákon’s 
miserliness, but rather in retaliation for his destruction of Þorleifr’s property. In 
consideration of the fact that the composition of Jarlsníð was not prompted by 
reciprocity imbalance per se, it is remarkable that the poet of the above verse frames its 
delivery in the context of gift exchange. Hákon is sarcastically called a virðr vellstœrir 
[esteemed gold-increaser [GENEROUS MAN]], but the only exchange to take place here is 
                                                             
148 The reputation of the giver confers great value to exchange objects (see section i.b. above), and this 
meant that defamatory poetry is directly inimical to the exchange strategies of the elite. This is rooted in 
the idea that rulers confer part of themselves in the items that they give. See Mauss, trans. Guyer, The Gift, 
pp. 69–73; Naismith, ‘The Economy of Beowulf’, p. 371; Kilger, ‘Wholeness and Holiness’, p. 261. 
149 See section v.a. above on the dissemination of poetry. 
Chapter II 
 93 
Þorleifr’s repaying (gjalda) Hákon for the destruction of his property. The vocabulary of 
transaction and exchange that characterises this helmingr is paralleled in a lausavísa by 
Hallbjǫrn hali, where Jarlsníð is said to have been offered in response to Hákon’s férán.150 
By couching Hákon’s destruction of Þorleifr’s ship and the delivery of Jarlsníð in the 
familiar context of give-and-take, the above stanza allows for the moralistic dimensions 
of the dealings between Þorleifr and Hákon to be laid bare. Here Þorleifr’s poem acts as 
a mechanism which, by causing a proportional reduction in Hákon’s hróðr, balances the 
scales of reciprocity.  
 
II.vii. Poets and political control 
 
Thus far it has been suggested that poets cultivated relationships with the political elite 
that were often close. Like craftsmen, poets also produced highly individualised 
products which conveyed the reputation of the elite. Unlike craftsmen, however, poets 
could communicate highly complex ideas about their patrons which could be either 
flattering or damaging. Before drawing these findings together, it is worth briefly 
considering the value of skalds’ skills and the potency of their verses in light of their 
occupational itineracy, which was discussed earlier in this chapter.  
 It was previously demonstrated that poets possessed unique knowledge capitals, 
and that some poets were particularly valued for the special prestige and reputation that 
their verses could impart. As was the case with craftsmen, the mobility of exceptional 
skalds could be politically problematic, as their departure would deprive their elite 
patrons of access to their valuable poetry. This fact is expressed directly in saga material. 
In an interesting episode in Egils saga, the poet Ǫlvir hnúfa asks that he and his brother, 
Eyvindr lambi, be allowed to leave Haraldr’s service. The king grants this to Eyvindr, but 
does not give his poet permission to depart, stating ‘Ǫlvir skal mér fylgja; vil ek hann eigi 
lausan láta fyrir sakar íþrótta hans.’151 The implication is that Ǫlvir’s departure would 
deprive Haraldr of access to exclusive íþróttir—in this instance, the skald’s abilities to 
effectively encode the king’s authority in verse. A similar sentiment is expressed in 
Þorleifs þáttr jarlaskálds. When Þorleifr asks Sveinn tjúguskegg for permission to go to 
                                                             
150 Férán is a legal term pertaining to a plundering of property. On the legal status of rán, see Miller, ‘Gift, 
Sale, Payment, Raid’, p. 18 and Andersson, ‘The Thief in Beowulf’, pp. 497–8. 
151 Egils saga, ch. 22 (ed. Bjarni Einarsson, p. 29) — ‘Ǫlvir shall stay in my service; I do not want to let him 
go free, on account of his skills’. 
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Norway, the king replies ‘þú skalt at vísu fá orlof…ok skaltu þó heita oss áðr at koma aptr 
til vár þat fljótasta, sem þú getr, því at vér viljum þín ekki missa sakir íþrótta þinna’.152 It 
was clearly in the interests of Scandinavian magnates to retain renowned skalds for as 
long as possible in order to accrue the maximum amount of prestige poetry—the more 
accomplished and famous the poet, the more acute the desire. The numerous instances 
of magnates petitioning their poets not to leave their service is evidently born of this 
same desire for prestigious poetry on the one hand, and the inability to control the poet’s 
movements on the other. Like metalworkers, therefore, the mobility of the skald must 
have caused a degree of unease for the elite.  
 The mobility of poets was a source of anxiety not only because of the valuable 
abilities which these figures cultivated, but also on account of their role as custodians of 
patrons’ reputations. As was the case for the select group of elite metalworkers who 
would almost by necessity come to produce symbolically charged items for rival elites, 
poets could bring their poetic skills to another patron. After complaining in verse about 
Hákon jarl’s miserliness, Einarr skálaglamm threatens to defect to Hákon’s rival, Sigvaldi 
jarl Strút-Haraldsson: 
 
 Sœkjum jarl, þanns auka 
 ulfs verð þorir sverðum; 
 hlǫðum við borð á barða 
 baugskjǫldum Sigvalda. 
 Drepr eigi sá sveigir 
 sárlinns, es gram finnum, 
 — rǫnd berum út á andra 
 Endils — við mér hendi.153 
 
Sœkjum jarl, þanns þorir auka verð ulfs sverðum; hlǫðum baugskjǫldum við borð 
á barða Sigvalda. Sá sveigir sárlinns drepr eigi hendi við mér, es finnum gram; 
berum rǫnd út á andra Endils. 
                                                             
152 Þorleifs þáttr jarlaskálds, ch. 4 (Eyfirðinga sögur, ed. Jónas Kristjánsson, p. 219) — ‘you will of course 
get permission…but before this you must promise me to return as quickly as possible, since I do not wish 
to be without you on account of your skills’. Kings express their anxieties about departing poets in a 
number of sagas. This material, and this typical scene, is discussed by Fidjestøl in ‘“Have you heard of a 
poem worth more?”’. Kreutzer discusses poetry as an íþrótt in Dichtungslehre, pp. 185, 187. 




Let us visit the jarl, he who dares to increase the wolf’s meal [CORPSES] with 
swords; let us load shields with bosses onto the side of Sigvaldi’s ship. That 
wielder of the wound-snake [SWORD > WARRIOR] will not push me away with his 
hand, when we [I] meet the lord; let us bear shields out onto the skis of Endill 
<sea king> [SHIPS]. 
 
In both Egils saga and Jómsvíkinga saga, this verse prompts the otherwise disinterested 
Hákon jarl to give Einarr the reward he seeks, and in exchange, Einarr rescinds on his 
threat and pledges his loyalty to Hákon. Evidently it was not Einarr’s versified criticism 
of Hákon’s generosity which provoked alarm, but rather the prospect that such criticism 
might be spread by Einarr to the court of a rival magnate. Perhaps the clearest example 
of the threat posed by disgruntled and highly mobile poets is provided in the case of 
Jarlsníð. As revealed by Skáldatal, the poet of Jarlsníð, Þorleifr, had once served Hákon 
jarl as poet. Two verses even survive from an unnamed drápa that Þorleifr composed in 
praise of the jarl. Þorleifs þáttr suggests that once the relationship between Þorleifr and 
Hákon broke down, Þorleifr recited the infamous Jarlsníð before his former patron and 
then defected to his rival, Sveinn tjúguskegg, where news of the verse spread. In such 
cases, the poet’s role as a shaper of identity and reputation combined unfavourably with 
his occupational itineracy.  
 Often the poet did not use his itineracy for economic leverage or revenge, but 
rather moved from patron to patron as a matter of occupational necessity.154 As with 
craftsmen, this did not lessen the political damage that this could cause. Hallfreðr 
vandræðaskáld, a poet who cultivated a close relationship with the Norwegian king Óláfr 
Tryggvason, later relocates to Hlaðir and works for his former patron’s slayer, Eiríkr jarl. 
Chapter 9 of Hallfreðar saga suggests that the eponymous poet only came to this 
decision when advised by his former patron in a dream, but, as Finlay has suggested, 
this is likely a rationalisation of the embarrassing fact that Hallfreðr switches allegiance 
so unashamedly from his former patron to his mortal enemy.155 There are numerous 
examples in the Old Norse corpus of skalds who shifted their allegiance between 
enemies in this way. Sighvatr Þórðarson, who in a verse cited above becomes Óláfr 
                                                             
154 See section v.b. above. 
155 ‘Narrative Themes’, p. 38. 
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Haraldsson’s húskarl and closest companion, also composed poetry for some of his 
patron’s most prominent enemies, Knútr inn ríki and Erlingr Skjalgsson.156 Eyvindr 
skáldaspillir is exceptional for refusing an offer of patronage from Haraldr gráfeldr, the 
slayer of the poet’s previous patron, Hákon góði.157 The prospect of highly skilled poets, 
many of whom cultivated deeply personal relationships with their patrons, defecting to 
rival rulers would have been an unsettling one for the political elite. 
 More than the material craftsman, the poet’s role as a constructor and 
disseminator of elite identity made him an ambivalent figure. These skalds, who boasted 
an impressive store of technical knowledge and training, and who were in close contact 
with the elite, were an essential accessory to the operation of the gift-exchange system 
in elite hall-settings. As argued above, a lavish gift would bind the recipient in obligation 
to the giver, proportionate to the symbolic and material value of the object given. The 
ritual transfer of gifts, expensive and deeply personal, would have been a spectacular 
event, but without accompanying poetic commentary, the impact of such exchanges was 
limited to the recipient and immediate observers. Through their art, skalds ensured that 
magnificent exchanges achieved enduring renown. Skaldic encomia preserved the 
identities of givers and receivers, and also the character and value of the actual items 
transferred. Perhaps more importantly, skalds also explicated the moral implications of 
exchanges and ensured that listeners received an idealised impression of the giver, 
should this impression not be self-evident in the sensationalised depiction of the 
exchange scene itself. Their poetry would have increased the impact of generous gifts in 
the exchange context itself, but could also exercise a powerful influence over potential 
allies further afield. In this way, the verbal craftsman had a crucial part to play in 
ensuring that Scandinavian magnates acquired the greatest possible return for their 
expensive gifts in terms of reputation, and therefore in symbolic capital.  
 
II.viii. Excursus: ekphrasis 
 
It is clear that Viking-Age craftsmen and poets shared a significant number of deep 
similarities. The products of both were highly desired by the Scandinavian elite for their 
power to communicate meaningful things about their buyer. The ways in which verbal 
                                                             
156 On this see Fidjestøl, ‘Kongetruskap’. 
157 See Fidjestøl, ‘The King’s Skald’, p. 76, and Goeres, Poetics of Commemoration, p. 103. 
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encomia and material prestige items did this intersected most powerfully in the sphere 
of gift exchange. Material prestige items conveyed the reputation of the giver visually, 
while the praise poem achieved this verbally, chiefly by fixating on the nature and 
circulation of the former. The intersections between the work of craftsmen and poets 
are nowhere more pronounced than in the corpus of so-called ‘ekphrastic’ poems—that 
is, poems which attempt to recreate the splendour of visual subjects in words.158 The 
best known examples of this poetry, Bragi Boddason’s Ragnarsdrápa, Þjóðólfr ór Hvini’s 
Haustlǫng and Úlfr Uggason’s Húsdrápa, involve the poet ‘reading’ figural and 
mythological scenes depicted on finely crafted prestige objects. Ekphrastic poetry 
praised its patron by fixating on the rich gift that encouraged its composition, and such 
poetry is therefore a sub-genre of skaldic praise poetry.159 However, while the praise 
poetry discussed thus far in this chapter is intimately connected with physical prestige 
objects, both in the sense that such praise poetry finds its raison d’être in material gifts 
and also generally describes the treasures in question, ekphrastic poetry relates 
exclusively to the material gift that inspired it. The fundamental codependence between 
ekphrastic poetry and prestige objects succinctly expresses the deep links between 
craftsmen, poets and their arts established so far in this chapter. Before drawing the 
discussion of intersections between the careers of historical craftsmen and poets to a 
close, then, it is important to consider this corpus of poetry.  
 
II.viii.a. Ekphrasis and the role of craftsmen 
It is necessary to discuss the kinds of objects that skaldic ekphrasis purports to describe 
before considering this poetry itself. Ragnarsdrápa and Haustlǫng, as well as two 
ekphrastic fragments attributed to Egill Skallagrímsson, one known as Berudrápa and 
the other editorially named Skjaldardrápa, claim to describe shields decorated with 
representations of mythological stories.160 Ragnarsdrápa and Haustlǫng suggest 
specifically that these narrative depictions were painted onto the boards of the shield. 
                                                             
158 Ekphrasis (pl. ekphraseis), from Greek ἔκφρασις, literally means ‘description’. See Hines and Rowe, 
‘Introduction’; Horn Fuglesang, ‘Ekphrasis and Surviving Imagery’, p. 193; Hohlweg, ‘Ekphrasis’ and 
Downey, ‘Ekphrasis’. 
159 Fidjestøl, ‘Skaldic Verse’, pp. 592–4. 
160 The latter two fragmentary poems do not fit the criteria for ekphrasis that Clunies Ross sets out in 
‘Stylistic and Generic Definers’; see p. 165. Nevertheless, the upphaf of Skjaldardrápa—the only part of the 
poem to have survived—attests to the poet’s desire to describe a shield which he had been generously 
given. The exclusion of this verse from the corpus of ekphrastic poetry therefore does not seem reasonable. 
On Berudrápa and Skjaldardrápa, see Clunies Ross, ‘Verse and Prose’, p. 195. 
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In the former poem, Bragi Boddason describes the shield as a hjóll baugnafaðr [ring-
painted wheel], an object hreingróit steini [made bright with paint], with rich designs 
‘fátt á laufi runna landa Leifa’.161 In Haustlǫng, Þjóðólfr describes his shield as bifum fáðr 
[painted with moving images]. As Hines argues, the frequent use of past participles in 
the shield poems—faðr, gróit, fátt—suggest that these objects have ‘passed through the 
hands of an artist’.162 The meticulousness of the craftsman’s pictorial design is frequently 
stressed in this corpus, and there can be little doubt that the shields in question, charged 
with artistic-symbolic value, were of immense worth.  
 A persistent crux in the study of the so-called ‘shield-poems’ has been the absence 
of corresponding examples in the archaeological record. Literary and archaeological 
evidence points to the existence of painted shields, but none with the kind of rich 
figurative design which are described in the above poetry.163 Nevertheless, the existence 
of the kind of splendid shields described in ekphrastic poetry is not unlikely, and it 
would be a difficult task to account for the corpus of shield-poems if related examples 
did not exist. In fact, there is a great deal of precedent for the existence of such objects. 
As Hines suggests, ‘some form of genuinely representative, even narrative, portrayal was 
present in special media in Scandinavian visual art without break from the Migration-
period gold bracteates, via the seventh- and eighth-century gold foil figures (guldgubber) 
and Gotlandic picture-stones, to the Viking and Christian runestones and stave-
churches’.164 Full mythological scenes ceased to be depicted on metalwork after the 
decline of Migration- and Vendel-era bracteates, but mythological images continued to 
appear on a variety of media well into the Viking Age.165 Horn Fuglesang refers to the 
figurative scenes carved into the splendid wagon found in the Oseberg burial. Figurative 
art was also depicted on tapestries, both on the splendid example found at Oseberg, and 
on other, similar examples.166 Úlfr Uggason’s ekphrastic poem Húsdrápa describes 
mythological scenes apparently carved in the panelling of the hall of the Icelandic 
                                                             
161 Bragi Boddason, Ragnarsdrápa 4 (ed. Clunies Ross, SkP 3.I, p. 33) — ‘painted on the leaf of the trees of 
the lands of Leifi <sea king> [SEA > SHIPS > SHIELD]’.  
162 ‘Ekphrasis as Speech-Act’, p. 229. 
163 Tacitus in his Germania mentions that the Germani had rotunda scuta [round shields] which they were 
in the habit of painting. Fragments of such painted round shields dating to the third century have been 
excavated at Nydam and Illerup, and the former example displays a painted chain-like pattern (Clunies 
Ross, ‘Stylistic and Generic Definers, pp. 161–2). 
164 ‘Ekphrasis as Speech-Act’, p. 241. 
165 Ibid., p. 234. 




chieftain Óláfr pái. This panelling has not survived, but similar examples appear on the 
portal of the stave church at Hylestad in Norway, and elsewhere. Given that the 
reproduction of mythological scenes was a common artistic strategy on items produced 
for elite consumption, particularly in the case of non-metallic objects, and given that 
shields were occasionally decorated with some kind of paint, it is not difficult to imagine 
shields bearing figurative designs of a kind described in ekphrastic poetry. 
 If it is accepted as a reasonable possibility that craftsmen produced shields 
decorated with ornate mythological designs, then this has significant implications for 
the role of the artisan responsible. The metalworkers discussed earlier in this chapter 
carefully individualised the stylistic design of their products in order to maximise the 
prestige that accrues when said products are displayed and exchanged. The makers of 
these rich shields would also have varied the mythological designs of their objects to 
encapsulate the authority of their patrons most favourably. They would have to decide 
which myth(s) to select; which scene(s) in a given myth to emphasise; and the size, 
position and aspect of the actors involved. This was certainly the case in artefacts such 
as the Oseberg wagon, and would also have characterised the kind of exchanged shields 
described in Ragnarsdrápa and Haustlǫng. Horn Fuglesang suggests that ‘as topics for 
praise, the virtues of strength, prowess, and leadership presumably directed the choice 
of narrative scenes and emblematic motifs’.167 Accordingly, the craftsman who produced 
the shield that formed the subject of Ragnarsdrápa would have required an in-depth 
knowledge of the attack of Hamðir and Sǫrli on the Gothic tyrant Jǫrmunrekkr, and of 
Hildr and the Hjaðningavíg, which are related in mythological material. Further, he 
would have had a consciousness of how these scenes could collectively inflate the 
reputation of their owner. Presumably, as Horn Fuglesang suggests, there is an implicit 
comparison between the mythological figures in the above scenes and the donor of the 
shield.168 There may also have been a sense that objects decorated with mythological 
stories reinforced the sacral authority of the elite, and construed their power with 
reference to communally held religious and mythological ideas.169  
                                                             
167 Horn Fuglesang, ‘Ekphrasis and Surviving Imagery’, p. 216. 
168 Ibid., pp. 216–20. See also Clunies Ross, ‘Style and Authorial Presence’, pp. 277–9. 
169 Such shields would fit Earle’s suggestion that ‘special wealth objects were often associated with powers 
that both symbolized and encapsulated the elites’ divinity or at least nonlocal legitimacy’ (‘The Evolution 
of Chiefdoms’, p. 7). If this is accepted, then these shields would have fulfilled a similar role to Migration-
era Scandinavian bracteates (see, e.g., Axboe, ‘Gudme and the Gold Bracteates’, p. 74; Hauck, ‘Der 
Kollierfund’, p. 500) and guldgubber (Watt, ‘Sorte Muld’, p. 53). 
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 These hypothetical shields would constitute an index of a ruler’s authority in the 
truest sense of the phrase. Being objects of battle, they would have symbolised their 
owner’s martial prowess. They were also intricately decorated, and would have been 
indicators of their owner’s ability to finance the most expert craftsmen. A carefully 
designed pastiche of mythological scenes would have added a sacral element to these 
qualities. The finished product would, as ekphrastic poetry suggests, have constituted 
an item visually communicative of its owner’s authority, and it would therefore 
constitute a formidable cache of symbolic capital in the arena of exchange. It follows 
that the shield’s craftsman needed not only to cultivate a stylistic and technical mastery, 
but also had to marshal mythological material in the visual sphere for the purposes of 
aggrandisement.  
 
II.viii.b. Ekphrasis and the role of poets 
The very existence of skaldic ekphrastic poetry suggests that the kind of splendid objects 
it concerns, whether shields, carved panelling or tapestries, could furnish further 
symbolic capital which was only accessible by means of an equally ornate verbal 
exposition. As Hines suggests, skalds could ‘recast the narrative art from a pictorial to a 
poetic mode, by ekphrasis: a description of the object that makes one work of art become 
two’.170 The role of poets as agents who illuminated and gave value to the products of 
craftsmen is captured in the first helmingr of Egill Skallagrímsson’s fragmentary 
Skjaldardrápa: 
 
 Mál er lofs at lýsa  
 ljósgarð, er þá ek, barða,  
 mér kom heim at hendi  
 hoddsendis boð, enda.171  
 
Mál er at lýsa ljósgarð barða er þá ek at hendi enda lofs; hoddsendis boð kom mér 
heim. 
 
It is time to light up the light fence of battles [SHIELD] which I took in hand with 
                                                             
170 ‘Ekphrasis as Speech-Act’, p. 229. 
171 Egill Skallagrímsson, Skjaldardrápa 1 (Egils saga, ed. Bjarni Einarsson, p. 165).  
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the end of praise [POEM]; the message of the offerer of treasure [GENEROUS MAN = 
Einarr skálaglamm] came to me at home. 
 
The use of the verb lýsa in this verse, literally ‘light up, illuminate’, is telling. The 
implication of this verse is that the shield in question, though ljóss [light] in appearance, 
could only achieve full splendour and clarity when its obscure details are explicated by 
a verbal commentary, lof.172 In fact, all ekphrastic poetry is occupied with this kind of 
explanation and therefore illumination of obscure mythological scenes. As was 
discussed above, the shield treated in Ragnarsdrápa was decorated with impressive 
mythological scenes: the death of Jǫrmunrekkr and the Hjaðningavíg. The shield given 
to Þjóðólfr ór Hvíni, and the subject of Haustlǫng, apparently depicted two well-known 
myths: Þórr’s slaying of the jǫtunn Hrungnir, and the abduction of Iðunn by Þjazi. Such 
scenes would also have required a verbal exposition.  
 Egill’s verse suggests a close relationship between material objects and skaldic 
verse, which could extract and explain the meaning of the craftsman’s designs. This 
connection is acknowledged in other ekphrastic verses besides. In stanza 7 of 
Ragnarsdrápa, Bragi suggests that: 
 
 Þat segik fall á fǫgrum 
 flotna randar botni. 
 Ræs gǫfumk reiðar mána 
 Ragnarr ok fjǫlð sagna.173 
 
Segik þat fall flotna á fǫgrum botni randar. Ragnarr gǫfumk mána reiðar Ræs ok 
fjǫl sagna.  
 
I tell of that fall of sailors [BATTLE] on the fair base of the shield. Ragnarr gave a 
moon of the chariot of Rær <sea king> [SHIP > SHIELD] and a multitude of sǫgur. 
 
Bragi not only describes his ‘reading’ the mythological scenes from the splendid shield. 
                                                             
172 That this poetry is described as endi lofs [end of praise] may represent an acknowledgement that the 
art on the shield needed to be elucidated before the complete lof—a union of poetic and material modes—
could be produced. 
173 Bragi Boddason, Ragnarsdrápa 7 (ed. Clunies Ross, SkP 3.I, p. 38). 
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He also suggests that the shield is a vehicle of oral narrative material—sǫgur. This stanza 
is highly important in its implication that a physical object could contain latent verbal 
material. In this stanza Bragi’s shield represents a close intersection between visual and 
verbal modes. This itself underscores the essential similarity between poetry and crafted 
objects in political contexts, both of which could encapsulate and communicate their 
patrons’ authority. A similar connection between the visual and verbal is attested in the 
second helmingr of verse 20 of Haustlǫng: 
 
 Gǫrla lítk á Geitis 
 garði þær of farðir. 
 Baugs þák bifum fáða 
 bifkleif at Þórleifi.174 
 
 Lítk gǫrla þær of farðir á garði Geitis. Þák bifkleif baugs, fáða bifum, at Þórleifi. 
 
I see clearly those events on the fence of Geitir <sea king> [SHIELD]. I accepted the 
shaking cliff of the shield-boss [SHIELD], painted with moving images, from 
Þorleifr. 
 
Here, as in Bragi’s Ragnarsdrápa, the poet expresses his own ability to clearly perceive 
the events depicted on the shield, and to refine the apparently unstable visual 
information into a digestible verbal format. In the event, both poets render their subjects 
sharply and effectively.  
 If, as was argued above, the mythological art depicted on shields was intended to 
enhance the status and authority of its owner, then ekphrastic poetry ensured that such 
art achieved its maximum effectiveness. This poetry worked to ‘unlock’ the symbolic 
power of material objects by at once explaining and elevating the rich figurative art 
depicted on them. It is possible that some scenes might even have required such a poetic 
commentary for their disambiguation.175 As in the praise poetry of Sighvatr and 
                                                             
174 Þjóðólfr ór Hvini, Haustlǫng 20 (ed. Clunies Ross, SkP 3.I, p. 461). 
175 The meaning of the scene depicted on the Oseberg wagon, for example, has not yet been satisfactorily 
explained (Horn Fuglesang, ‘Ekphrasis and Surviving Imagery’, p. 197). It features a number of stock 
scenes: a rider, a dog or wolf, a man holding the reins of a horse in one hand and a sword in the other, 
and a woman gripping his arm. Such figures could belong to any number of mythological narratives. 
Ekphrastic poetry would no doubt help in explaining the meaning of such scenes. It is expected that an 
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Hallfreðr, skaldic ekphrasis constituted effective praise in that it recorded the 
circumstances, participants and objects of a given exchange in such a way that the 
moralistic implications of it could be perceived. There is, in these poems, a sense that 
the exchange of certain special items necessarily required the input of both material and 
verbal artisans to reach its full effectiveness. The craftsman impressed mythological art 
onto his object in visual space and therefore charged it with symbolic power. The poet 
then transformed this art into verbal capital, commemorating the object’s exchange and 
unlocking its symbolic power in the process. Skaldic ekphrastic poems neatly express 
the links between poets, craftsmen and their respective arts in political contexts in 
Viking-Age Scandinavia. Both artisans produced items which communicated the power 
and authority of their patron in sensitive ways. The poet required the products of the 
craftsman’s art to fund his composition and to furnish its subject matter, and in turn, 
the poet’s verse charged the craftsman’s products with symbolic power. This 
complementary relationship is most visible in the case of ekphrasis. Such a close union 
is only possible because these two agents both produced, in their own ways, related 




This chapter has established two things. Firstly, that the roles of historical poets and 
craftsmen in Viking-Age Scandinavia were in some senses analogous. Hodder suggested 
that ‘exchange involves the transfer of items that have symbolic and categorical 
associations. Within any strategy of legitimation, the symbolism of objects is 
manipulated in the construction of relations of dominance. The exchange of appropriate 
items forms social obligations, status, and power, but it also legitimates as it forms.’176 If 
the basic assumption that the symbolism of objects is paramount in the sphere of gift 
exchange is accepted, then it is clearly significant that verbal and material artisans 
exercised almost total control over this field. Poets and craftsmen worked in different 
media, and there were, as outlined above, certain significant differences in the 
configuration of their relationships with the elite and in the use and dissemination of 
their products. Nevertheless, on a fundamental level, poets and craftsmen were both 
                                                             
acceptable exposition would have increased the value and splendour of the object in question. 
176 ‘Contextual Approach’, p. 209. 
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creators and advertisers. The language of power and authority was heard in the products 
of the poet, and seen in the products of the craftsman. Whether working in verbal or 
physical material, both drew upon exceptional training and skill to create items which 
were richly expressive of their patron’s socio-economic, military and even sacral 
authority in the arena of gift exchange. In fact, the different media that poets and 
craftsmen used to construe their patron’s identity allowed them to play a 
complementary role. Objects which announced status and authority in the visual sphere, 
and those within the aural, often intersected to constitute complex expressions of praise 
that were greater than the sum of their parts.  
 Secondly, it has been demonstrated that the role of craftsmen and poets would 
likely not have been perceived neutrally. Simply by virtue of their role as the custodians 
of elite identities, these figures exercised a potentially threatening degree of control over 
the political success of their patrons. Beyond this, the means by which verbal and 
material artisans could affect the strategies of the elite differed. As far as can be 
determined from the archaeological record, elite craftsmen could not negatively affect 
patrons through their art. The poet, on the other hand, could produce encapsulations of 
his patron’s identity that responded sensitively to the ways in which their professional 
relationship was configured. Crucially, what material and verbal craftsmen shared was a 
potent knowledge capital and an uncontrollability. The necessary itineracy of these 
figures would have combined unfavourably with their role both as carriers of invaluable 
technical training and as shapers of elite identities. Without warning, craftsmen and 
poets could deprive their patrons of access to the most prestigious verbal and material 
products. Further, if presented with a more favourable economic incentive or if their 
relationship with their current patron was not satisfactory, these skilled artisans could 
defect to a rival magnate: a fact which would actively undermine the exchange strategies 
of the prior patron. Together, exceptional poets and craftsmen likely represented the 
chief wildcard in the transaction of elite gift-giving: they were responsible for 
constructing the positive reputations on which magnates depended for their political 
success, but were themselves impossible to control indefinitely. The historical role of 
poets and craftsmen discussed here, being comparable both in nature and in political 
consequence, has important implications for how these figures are regarded in Old 
Norse literature more widely.  
 





Having now outlined the important similarities that existed between the careers of elite 
craftsmen and poets in Viking-Age Scandinavia, this investigation turns to consider 
poetic composition, skilled crafting and their practitioners in mythological sources. 
Some impression of the configuration of these arts in mythological contexts has already 
been given in the foregoing discussion. In Chapter I.v.c., it was demonstrated that skalds 
referred to dvergar—the most accomplished craftsmen in the Old Norse cosmos—to 
stress the skill and meticulousness of their art. This suggests the existence of a significant 
relationship between the arts of crafting and poetic composition on a mythological level. 
Building on the conceptual and historical correspondences already established in this 
investigation, this chapter considers in greater detail how poets, craftsmen and their arts 
are connected in mythological texts. This will allow for reflections on the links between 
them in the Old Norse corpus more generally.  
 In this endeavour it will be necessary to bear in mind that the historical and 
mythological profiles of craftsmen and poets are inherently linked. One of the chief 
values of setting out the qualities of poets and craftsmen and the circumstances of their 
work in historical terms is that such an explication contextualises and explains, to some 
degree, the mythological configuration of these figures. John Hines notes that 
‘paradoxical though it might initially seem, the serious study of myth must also be a 
study of reality. Myth is not merely fiction and fantasy…it is reasonable to expect that 
both the truth that is transmitted in mythic form, and the way it is portrayed, will 
represent topics that were particularly significant in the myth’s native circumstances’.1 
Therefore, the mythological profiles of smiths, poets and their arts correspond to some 
degree to their historical counterparts.  
 This is nowhere more the case than in the association between crafting, poetry 
and distant spaces which lie beyond the societies of the æsir and of humans in 
mythological texts and in fornaldarsögur. In the previous chapter, it was suggested that 
                                                             
1 ‘Myth and Reality’, p. 19. 
Chapter III 
 106 
poets and craftsmen had a fundamental association with distance as a part of their 
working lives.2 Both figures had the capacity to be seasonally itinerant: the majority of 
poets, at least as represented in the extant textual record, moved from patron to patron 
in search of work and sponsorship, and many elite craftsmen also migrated from town 
to town and from aristocratic site to aristocratic site. The geographical isolation of poets 
and craftsmen is also a crucial point of correspondence between these two figures in 
mythological terms. In mythological sources—and in the fornaldarsögur in the case of 
dvergr-craftsmen—poetry, crafted items and their makers were inexorably tied to and 
drew their power from locales far from the homes of men and æsir. As will be 
demonstrated in section iii.b. below, spaces beyond Ásgarðr and human society are both 
revered and suspected in Old Norse sources. Although the geographical situation of the 
arts of poetic composition and skilled crafting in mythological terms has its basis in 
historical reality, these arts and their practitioners accrue additional qualities on 
account of these associations. The first part of this chapter will be occupied with the 
ways in which poetic composition and skilled crafting are associated with distant space 
in mythological texts.3  
 Poetic composition and skilled crafting in mythological contexts also display a 
shared association with chronological distance, or the distant past. This is also inspired 
to some degree by historical circumstances. As pointed out in Chapter II, little is known 
of the training of poets, and even less about the training of craftsmen, but it was 
concluded that this inevitably involved initiation into well-established crafting and 
poetical traditions.4 In Old Norse mythology, this is expressed as an association between 
poets and craftsmen and primordial creator figures. The link between poets and 
craftsmen in mythological contexts and the inception of their respective arts reflects a 
shared historical concern for the preservation of the kind of valuable and prestigious 
expertise with which craftsmen and poets plied their art. The second part of this chapter 
will consider the nature and meaning of the association between poetic composition, 
                                                             
2 See Chapter II.ii.c. on the itineracy of craftsmen and II.v.b. on the itineracy of poets. 
3 As mentioned above, dvergr-craftsmen are frequently tied to distant spaces in the fornaldarsögur. 
Although much of this chapter focuses on the position of poets and craftsmen in the cosmos mentioned 
in mythological texts—which is to say the world inhabited by æsir, jǫtnar and other supernatural beings—
the position of dvergar in the human world of the fornaldarsögur is nevertheless highly illuminating and 
reflects many of the same dynamics that are present in mythological texts. As a result, these texts will be 
discussed when appropriate. 




skilled crafting and distant time.  
 
III.ii. Methodological considerations 
 
III.ii.a. A note on structuralism 
Before beginning with the question of the spatial configuration of poetry and crafting in 
the Old Norse cosmos, it is necessary to address some methodological issues. It should 
first be pointed out that although the analysis of Old Norse mythology has often been 
conducted as a structuralist exercise involving the reduction of mythological narratives 
and concepts to ‘codes’ or ‘models’, such practices will not be followed in the present 
chapter. Structuralist works can be useful in ordering Old Norse material and making it 
understandable and analysable, but this can provide a misleading impression of Old 
Norse sources as ‘over-neat’.5 Indeed, as John McKinnell suggested, one often finds in 
structuralist handbooks and articles ‘the idea of Norse mythology as a single, unanimous 
system in which every detail can be explained into consistency’.6 This is also 
characteristic of many theoretical works which systematise a wide range of ethnographic 
material. The works of Mary Helms, namely Craft and the Kingly Ideal and Ulysses’ Sail, 
which will frequently be referred to in the forthcoming discussion, are no exception. 
Structuralist terms and dichotomies which have been used in past decades to order and 
analyse Old Norse mythological sources and ethnographic material, such as ‘inside vs. 
outside’, ‘horizontal vs. vertical’ and ‘nature vs. culture’ will be eschewed in the following 
discussion.  
 
III.ii.b. Delineating mythological craftsmen  
Secondly, while the terms ‘poet’ and ‘craftsman’ had clear referents in previous chapters, 
delineating these figures in mythological sources is more problematic. For the purposes 
of the forthcoming discussion, it is assumed that dvergar can be characterised as 
craftsmen in a general sense. This requires some justification. Old Norse mythological 
sources present an almost universal association between dvergar and skilled crafting, 
                                                             
5 Structuralist treatments of Old Norse mythology vary in their reliance on ‘models’ and other such 
formulations. Works such as Meletinskij’s ‘Scandinavian Mythology as a System’ impose a great deal of 
structure on mythological material, whereas Clunies Ross’s influential study of 1994, Prolonged Echoes, 
employs structuralism to a lesser degree. 
6 Both One and Many, p. 26. 
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and this appears to have been a crucial part of the character and identity of these beings. 
Motz suggested that dvergar ‘are not visualized in the activities which make up human 
or superhuman life, in travel, feasting, making love, or waging war. They are seen, 
chiefly, in the exercise of their craft.’7 In strictly mythological contexts, all well-
characterised dvergar are explicitly said to be master craftsmen or are demonstrated to 
be such on account of their creations, with the notable exception of Alvíss—the wise 
speaker of the eddic poem Alvíssmál.8 Prominent examples include Sigurðr’s foster-
father Reginn; Fjalarr and Galarr, who produce the mead of poetry; the dvergar Brokkr 
and Eitri, who craft Þórr’s hammer Mjǫllnir and other splendid treasures for the æsir 
and vanir; and the sons of Ívaldi, who craft yet more splendid objects.  
 The inherent association between dvergar and expert craftsmanship is also 
referred to in many Icelandic sagas. It is worth providing several examples. In Göngu-
Hrólfs saga, the dvergr Möndull claims ‘dvergsnáttúru hefi ek á kynstrum til læknisdóms 
ok hagleik’.9 Here, crafting ability, hagleikr, is seen as an intrinsic and hereditary quality 
possessed by dvergar. In Sörla þáttr, four figures named Álfrigg, Dvalinn, Berlingr and 
Grérr are described as ‘menn svá hagir, at þeir lögðu á allt gerva hönd. Þess háttar menn, 
sem þeir váru, kölluðu menn dverga.’10 In Ásmundar saga kappabana, two dvergar named 
Olíus and Alíus visit the Swedish king Buðli. He inquires whether they are hagleiksmenn 
[craftsmen], and it is then said that ‘þeir kváðusk kunna at gera hagliga hvern hlut, þann 
er smíða skyldi’.11 Lastly, in Þiðreks saga, Velent—who corresponds to the mythological 
Vǫlundr—is taught the art of smithing by two dvergar, about whom it is said that ‘af 
gulli ok af silfri kunnu þeir at gera alls konar gersimar, ok af hverjum hlut, er smíða má, 
þá kunnu þeir at gera hvat, sem þeir vilja gert hafa.’12 Comments on the innate crafting 
ability of dvergar abound in the fornaldarsögur, and evidence of this skill is patent in the 
items which they produce in this corpus.13 
                                                             
7 Motz, ‘The Host of Dvalinn’, p. 84. 
8 Acker (‘Dwarf Lore’, p. 220) suggested that Alvíss is in fact identifiable as the dvergr Dvalinn, who engages 
in acts of crafting in a variety of contexts in Old Norse sources. If Acker’s argument were accepted, then 
this would make Alvíss a craftsman. 
9 Göngu-Hrólfs saga, ch. 25 (FAS III, p. 230) — ‘I have a dvergr-ability in the arcane arts of healing and 
craftsmanship’. 
10 Sörla þáttr, ch. 1 (FAS I, p. 367) — ‘men so skilled in crafting that they could turn their hands to anything. 
People call men such as they are dvergar’. 
11 Ásmundar saga kappabana, ch. 1 (FAS I, p. 385) — ‘they claimed to be able to expertly make anything 
which they had to craft’. 
12 Þiðreks saga, ch. 58 (ed. Guðni Jónsson, I, p. 84) — ‘from gold and silver they are able to make all kinds 
of treasures, and of all things which can be created, they can make whatever they wish to.’ 
13 For the expert products of craftsmen in the fornaldarsögur, see section iii.d. below. 
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 Finally, the fundamental association between dvergar and skilled craftsmanship 
is expressed in numerous dvergaheiti, which are attested principally in the þulur in some 
manuscripts of Snorra Edda; in the eddic poem Vǫluspá; and across the fornaldarsögur. 
Many of these names straightforwardly imply that the dvergar who bear them are 
craftsmen, either by reference to the materials they work with or the tools they use. Heiti 
of this type include Sindri and Úri [slag-maker]; Síarr [molten metal-maker]; Draupnir 
[‘dripper’];14 Fjalarr [splitter of panelling]; Skirvir [joiner of panelling]; Virvir [dyer]; 
Hornbori [horn-borer]; Fíli and Heptifíli [file-user]; Kíli [wedge-user] and Dóri [auger-
user].15  
 Dvergar also directly adopt the names of the tools and materials which they are 
accustomed to use in their capacity as craftsmen. Examples include Berlingr [hand-
spike]; Bíldr [edged tool]; Falr [ferrule on a handle]; Veggr [wedge]; Viggr [axe-bit]; 
Mǫndull and Náli [axle of hand mill]; Viðr [board]; Blindviðr [blind-board]; Miðviðr 
[middle-board] and Skáviðr [crooked board]. This association between dvergar and tools 
may have run deeper than a simple naming convention. In Skáldskaparmál, Snorri 
relates that when the dvergar Eitri and Brokkr wish to pierce Loki’s lips, they refer to 
their brother Alr [awl], and he appears in the form of a tool: ‘þá mælti hann [Brokkr] at 
betri væri þar Alr bróðir hans, en jafnskjótt sem hann nefndi hann, þá var þar alrinn’.16 
There is not space here to discuss this interesting case at any length. Suffice it to say that 
the association between dvergar and the crafting tools which they habitually use is so 
complete that the distinction between them could be blurred altogether.  
 A further group of dvergaheiti describe the shining or glowing nature of dvergar. 
This is an unusual attribution, but it is likely that this is related to the association 
between dvergar and forge-fires.17 Heiti of this type include Glóinn, Glói and Glóni 
[glowing one]; Ljómi [gleaming one]; Blǫvurr and Dellingr [shining one] and Brísingr 
[flame]. Other dvergaheiti, such as Litr [colour, redness] and Mjǫklituðr [many-coloured 
                                                             
14 The name Draupnir chiefly pertains to a mythological ring which ‘drips’ eight new rings every ninth 
night. It also therefore makes an appropriate name for a goldsmith or jeweller. See Gould, ‘Dwarf Names’, 
p. 944. The ring Draupnir is mentioned in section iii.d. below. 
15 Translations of dvergaheiti presented here are taken principally from Gould, ‘Dwarf Names’, which 
despite its age remains the standard work on these names. More recent comments on the corpus by Motz 
in ‘New Thoughts’ are also taken into account. Some modifications have been made to the translations 
offered in these works. 
16 Skáldskaparmál, ch. 35 (ed. Faulkes, I, p. 43) — ‘then he said that it would be better if his brother Alr 
were there, and just as quickly as he had named him, then the awl was there’. 
17 Gould (‘Dwarf Names’, p. 961) considered this explanation doubtful, but it is unclear where such a 
connection could otherwise derive from. 
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one] may also be connected with forge-fires.  
 The corpus of dvergaheiti is an important source, as almost every name provides 
an insight into the nature and qualities that dvergar were thought to possess.18 It is 
impossible to determine the age of the corpus of dvergaheiti with any certainty, although 
many of the above names are mentioned in the skaldic poetry of the pre-Christian 
period. Further, it is not necessarily the case that the meaning of every dvergaheiti 
remained transparent throughout the period of their transmission. However, many of 
the heiti are formed from common words in the Old Norse lexicon.19 Snorri’s nominal 
play with the character of Alr seems to support the idea that the meaning of dvergaheiti 
continued to be understood and engaged with, at least until the thirteenth century. It 
seems, therefore, that dvergar as a mythological group were innately connected to 
skilled craftsmanship, even if this association is not directly mentioned every time a 
dvergr appears in the Old Norse corpus.  
 
III.ii.c. Poetry, crafting and divine society 
As noted in the previous sub-section, the delineation of poets in the Scandinavian 
cosmos is also problematic. This has to do with the cultural differences between human 
and divine society as represented in mythological texts. Unlike craftsmen, poets play 
almost no role in the Old Norse cosmos itself. The only example of a poet thus described 
in the mythological world is the áss Bragi, who has no poetry attributed to him and may 
in fact be the apotheosised form of the human poet, Bragi Boddason.20 The reasons 
behind the apparent lack of poetry in the divine sphere are interesting to interrogate. 
Although the community of the æsir is essentially modelled on elite hall-societies of 
Viking-Age Scandinavia, it is likely that the cultural need for poetry was lacking in the 
                                                             
18 See section iii. of the Introduction. Dvergaheiti function like bynames, which are by their nature usually 
descriptive of their referents. For a useful discussion of this, see Brylla, ‘Bynames and Nicknames’. See also 
Reichborn-Kjennerud, ‘Den gamle dvergetro’, pp. 278–88.  
19 Referring to the names of mythological beings, Meid (Die germanische Religion, p. 498) suggested that 
‘es ist natürlich anzunehmen, dass die Namen zumindest im Moment der Namengebung als sinnvolle 
Namen intendiert waren’ (‘it is natural to assume that the names [of mythological beings] were meant as 
meaningful names, at least at the moment of naming’). It seems clear that names whose elements 
remained understandable were thought to be more than non-significant labels by those who used them 
(see Nyström, ‘Names and Meaning’). 
20 The derivation of the áss Bragi from the poet Bragi Boddason is first discussed at length in Mogk, ‘Bragi 
als Gott und Dichter’. See also Clunies Ross, ‘Poet Into Myth’; Mitchell, ‘Performance’, pp. 172–3 and 
Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion, p. 186. Snorri suggests in chapter 6 of Ynglinga saga that Óðinn spoke 




former. The community of Ásgarðr is highly idealised in Old Norse sources, such that 
the æsir do not age; never lack for wealth; and in some cases do not even need to eat.21 
The æsir would have no need for poetic propaganda, as the competition for resources, 
manpower and prestige which necessitates its production is absent.22 As the elite 
societies of Ásgarðr do not engage in gift exchange, and the drótt structure is almost 
entirely lacking, the æsir do not require self-aggrandising poetry which stresses their 
generosity or prowess. Bragi’s role is therefore only nominal: he appears to exist merely 
to play the structural role of the court poet in the imagined hall-societies of Ásgarðr.  
 The presence of poetry in the mythological world is instead expressed through 
the poetic mead. As will be discussed below, many of the associations of the mead itself 
resemble those of mythological craftsmen, and it can be fruitfully analysed here 
alongside these figures. An obvious difference between mythological craftsmen and the 
poetic mead is, however, that the latter lacks agency: although the mead is instrumental 
in the creation of poetry, it of course does not engage in acts of crafting, and so it must 
be acknowledged that the comparison offered between poetic composition and crafting 
in the mythological world is necessarily imperfect. In addition, Óðinn himself can be 
viewed as a ‘first poet’, and will be referred to as such below.23 These issues 
notwithstanding, poetic composition and skilled crafting as expressed in mythological 
terms still share a number of highly significant similarities. 
 The lack of a gift-exchange mechanism in divine society also has significant 
implications for the presentation of material crafting in the cosmos. Whereas in Chapter 
II.i.–iv. it was suggested that craftsmen were chiefly valued in political contexts for their 
production of objects which stressed their patrons’ authority, this role becomes 
somewhat redundant in the Ásgarðr of mythological sources. The irrelevance of 
questions of elite identity and gift exchange means that mythological craftsmen and 
their patrons are only rarely concerned with questions of design or material 
composition. The material treasures commissioned by the æsir are nevertheless 
impressive and expertly crafted, but their function as indexes of their owner’s authority 
is less significant. The æsir depend on craftsmen chiefly for the provision of weapons, 
                                                             
21 Chapter 56 of Skáldskaparmál suggests that with the apples of the ásynja Iðunn, the æsir are able to 
remain perpetually youthful. Stanzas 4–26 of Grímnismál depict the halls of the æsir as being constructed 
from gold and silver, and in stanza 19 it is even said that Óðinn is so lordly that he survives on wine alone. 
22 See Larrington, ‘Vafþrúðnismál and Grímnismál’, pp. 70–1 on this idealised portrait of divine society. 
23 The question of Óðinn’s nature as a primordial poet will be taken up in section iv.f. 
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armaments and means of transport, but these are actively used in mythological 
narratives, and not simply displayed or exchanged. It is worth bearing this significant 
distinction in mind in the following discussion of crafting, craftsmen and divine society.  
 
III.iii. Poets, craftsmen and cosmic space 
 
Positing, as in the introduction to this chapter, that skilled crafting and poetic 
composition are involved with distant spaces and therefore take on associations of those 
spaces, is a complex exercise that requires some qualification. Before discussing the 
associations between skilled crafting, poetic composition, their practitioners and distant 
places in mythological contexts, it will be necessary in the first place to establish what is 
meant by ‘geographical distance’ in the context of the Old Norse cosmos, and in the 
second to think about what kind of associations distant places have.24  
 
III.iii.a. The nature of space and distance 
The concepts of ‘space’ and ‘distance’ which seem to be implied by the very mention of 
a mythological ‘world’ are frustratingly elusive.25 This difficulty is not for lack of source 
material: the Old Norse cosmos, which is the dwelling-place of supernatural beings such 
as æsir, vanir, jǫtnar, álfar and dvergar, constitutes the chief setting of many of the 
poems of the Codex Regius manuscript, and other eddic mythological poems besides. It 
also stages the mythological narratives which Snorri Sturluson relates in his Gylfaginning 
and Skáldskaparmál. Reference is also made to the mythological world across the corpus 
of skaldic poetry, and the narratives of some such poems, such as Þórsdrápa and 
Haustlǫng, take place exclusively in this sphere. The Old Norse cosmos is also 
mentioned in a range of prose sources besides Snorra Edda, including Heimskringla and 
the fornaldarsögur.  
 In spite of—or more appropriately because of—the wide availability of source 
material which treats the Old Norse cosmos, it remains impossible to derive a clear 
picture of the world that is described in these texts. When viewed together, the body of 
texts which are occupied with the cosmos frequently contradict each other, such that it 
                                                             
24 This discussion will also take into account the position of dvergr-craftsmen in the human world of the 
fornaldarsögur. See above, n. 3. 
25 Gurevich suggested in 1969, for instance, that ‘the Old Scandinavian cosmos…is amorphous and it is 
only with great difficulty that it can be analysed in spatial terms’ (‘Space and Time’, p. 44). 
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is difficult, if not impossible, to posit that a consistent idea of the mythological world 
existed at all. This has to do with the nature of pre-Christian Scandinavian religion as 
non-doctrinal and regionally varied.26 Nevertheless, structuralist treatments of the Old 
Norse cosmos, and mythological handbooks more generally, insist that the mythological 
world consists of concrete and neatly structured zones. This follows wider practices 
established in ethnographic scholarship.27 In developing a geographical model of the 
Old Norse cosmos, structuralist scholars privilege the neat information provided in 
Snorri Sturluson’s Gylfaginning about the geographical configuration of the divine 
sphere. Broadly speaking, Snorri conceives of the world as a disc surrounded by a great 
ocean, with the world of men located in the centre, and jǫtnar inhabiting its fringes:  
 
Hon er kringlótt útan, ok þar útan um liggr hinn djúpi sjár, ok með þeiri sjávar 
strǫndu gáfu þeir lǫnd til bygðar jǫtna ættum. En fyrir innan á jǫrðunni gerðu 
þeir borg umhverfis heim fyrir ófriði jǫtna…ok kǫlluðu þá borg Miðgarð.28 
 
It [the world] is disk-shaped, and on the outside lies the deep sea, and they [the 
æsir] gave lands on the sea’s coast for the dynasties of jǫtnar to settle. And on the 
inside of the land they created a fortress against the hostility of the jǫtnar…and 
called that fortress Miðgarðr. 
 
In chapter 9 of his Gylfaginning, Snorri suggests that Ásgarðr, the home of the æsir, also 
lies at the centre of the world. Snorri’s conception of the cosmos as consisting of the 
world of men and æsir in the centre surrounded by jǫtnar has been broadly accepted 
and repeated by structuralist scholars, albeit with some important modifications. These 
scholars typically posit the existence of two ‘axes’, a vertical and horizontal, which 
proceed from Yggdrasill, the axis mundi.29 Ásgarðr is typically thought to occupy a 
heavenly position at the top of the vertical axis, with Miðgarðr somewhere below and 
Hel lying at the lowest point.30 Further, the opposition which Snorri mentions between 
                                                             
26 Clunies Ross, ‘Images of Norse Cosmology’, p. 54. 
27 See, for example, Packard, ‘Social Change’, p. 244; Thornton, Space, Time and Culture, pp. 73–83 and 
Goldman, ‘Time, Space, and Descent’. 
28 Gylfaginning, ch. 8 (ed. Faulkes, p. 12). 
29 The concept of axis mundi is discussed in Eliade, trans. Mairet, Images and Symbols, pp. 48–51. 
30 On the problems with this interpretation, especially with the heavenly nature of Ásgarðr, see Schjødt, 
‘Horizontale und vertikale Achsen’, p. 40. 
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the borg of Miðgarðr and the jǫtnar has been expanded into a structural opposition 
between two different zones on the horizontal axis, which are conventionally called 
Miðgarðr and Útgarðr (literally the ‘middle’ and ‘outer enclosure’).31 Hastrup contends, 
for instance, that ‘Miðgarðr was the central space inhabited by men and æsir, while 
Útgarðr surrounded this and was inhabited by giants and other sorts of non-humans 
and non-gods’.32 Although the term ‘Útgarðr’ has been very productive in scholarship on 
Old Norse cosmology, it was evidently cherrypicked because of its convenient adherence 
to structuralist models rather than for the degree of its textual support. Útgarðr only 
appears in one narrative in Snorra Edda and there describes the homestead of a minor 
mythological figure, Útgarða-Loki, rather than the more general ‘geographical outside’ 
to which structuralist scholars have misconstrued it to refer.33  
 This geographical model, in one form or another, has been extrapolated across 
the Old Norse mythological corpus to the exclusion of other, more problematic material, 
and with little acknowledgment of the problems surrounding Snorra Edda as a source.34 
Other Old Norse material does not suggest that such a neat formulation of the divine 
world existed, and the situation cannot be as simple as the above structuralist 
formulations suggest. Stefan Brink posited that ‘the ancient Scandinavian world model 
was not a logically structured system but—as so typical of oral culture—an 
unstructured, mutable number of rooms and abodes…innumerable illogicalities and 
apparently impossible repetitions appear’.35  
 Brink is surely correct here. Spaces in mythological sources rarely share a 
consistent location across their different attestations. For instance, the homes of the 
jǫtnar can be reached through a wide variety of different means and are not at a fixed 
                                                             
31 See, for example, Gurevich, ‘Space and Time’, p. 43; Meletinskij, ‘Scandinavian Mythology’, pp. 48–53; 
Haugen, ‘Mythical Structure’; Hastrup, Island of Anthropology, pp. 25–43 and Culture and History, p. 147; 
Clunies Ross, Prolonged Echoes, pp. 50–6. 
32 Culture and History, p. 26. It is also common for such scholars to link this opposition with the Icelandic 
legal concepts of innangarðs and útangarðs (or innihús and útihús), which are assumed to represent wider 
views about the mythological cosmos across Scandinavia. See, for example, Hastrup, Culture and History, 
p. 28 and Gurevich, ‘Space and Time’, p. 43. 
33 See Clunies Ross, Prolonged Echoes, p. 51. 
34 In consideration of Snorri’s tendency to arrange his source material into consistency, it is clear that 
Snorra Edda itself is not necessarily a faithful representation of the geography of the Old Norse cosmos as 
it might have been perceived in the Viking Age (see, for instance, Frank, ‘Snorri’). Further, the debt which 
Snorri’s geographical model owes to Christian cosmography has been acknowledged for some time, and 
this calls the accuracy of his model further into question (see Holtsmark, Studier i Snorres Mytologi, p. 7 
and Schjødt, ‘Horizontale und vertikale Achsen’, p. 40). 
35 Brink, ‘Mytologiska rum’, pp. 296–7, translated in Heide, ‘Contradictory Cosmology’, pp. 104–5. 
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distance or in a fixed direction from the home of the æsir.36 It is worth citing several 
examples of this. In Skírnismál, Skírnir must travel on horseback through myrkr vafrlogi 
[dark flickering flame] and over ýrig fiǫll [dewy mountains] to reach the hall of the jǫtunn 
Gymir. Hymiskviða places the jǫtunn Hymir in the east, at himins enda [at the edge of 
heaven], but Þórr and Týr are nevertheless able to reach his domain by evening, and on 
foot. In stanzas 50 and 51 of Vǫluspá, jǫtnar travel across the sea from the east to reach 
the æsir, but elsewhere, as in stanza 37 of Vǫluspá, jǫtnar inhabit the north. In the skaldic 
poem Þórsdrápa, Þórr reaches his jǫtunn foe on foot and by crossing a river named 
Vimur, but in stanza 16 of Vafþrúðnismál, the river which divides goð [gods] and jǫtnar 
is known by a different name, Ífing. Elsewhere still, jǫtnar must be flown to, as in 
Þrymskviða and Haustlǫng. The relative position of the æsir and vanir in these texts, who 
are thought by Snorri and structuralist scholars to inhabit the ‘civilised centre’ of the 
mythological world, only compounds this confusing picture. According to a pair of eddic 
verses preserved in chapter 23 of Gylfaginning, one of the vanir, Njǫrðr, lives out at sea, 
which according to the received model must lie at the edge of the world. In contrast 
Njǫrðr’s wife Skaði lives inland at Þrymheimr, the court of her jǫtunn father, which 
conceivably lies closer to the centre of the world. According to Snorri, the áss Heimdallr 
lives at himins enda [at the edge of heaven]—that is, in the same sphere as the jǫtunn 
Hymir. Stanza 7 of Grímnismál even has it that the ásynja Sága lives in a hall named 
Sǫkkvabekkr [‘sunken-bench’] which lies under the ocean.  
 There are many more cases of geographical inconsistency across the mythological 
corpus, but the above examples are sufficient to demonstrate that mapping out the Old 
Norse cosmos can only ever be an artificial—and misrepresentative—exercise.37 
Abandoning the over-neat systematisations of Snorri and scholars such as Meletinskij 
and Hastrup, and returning to the treatment of cosmic space as found in Old Norse 
mythological poetry, promises to provide a more accurate picture of the spatial 
arrangement of the Old Norse cosmos. Gaining such a picture is a necessary precursor 
to the analysis of the spatial configuration of poetry and craftsmanship in mythological 
contexts. 
 Turning away from the structuralist conceptions of the Old Norse cosmos, it is 
                                                             
36 On this see Clunies Ross, Prolonged Echoes, p. 52. 
37 Heide (‘Contradictory Cosmology’, pp. 107–13) discusses further examples of the geographical 




possible to make three basic claims about how space and distance seem to operate in 
mythological texts. Firstly, mythological sources present what can be characterised as 
an array of spaces—that which Brink referred to as ‘an unstructured, mutable number 
of rooms and abodes’. Some of these spaces possess relatively consistent geographical 
associations—Hel, for instance, is usually presented as a subterranean space, and the 
homes of the jǫtnar normally lie in the east or north—but these associations are by no 
means grounds for suggesting that the cosmos is laid out in a consistent fashion.38 Eldar 
Heide contends that mythological space is arranged in series separate spaces or 
‘bubbles’, each of which is located at an indeterminate distance and direction from the 
others.39 This interpretation is convincing, and takes into account the lack of consistent 
geographical information that mythological sources provide.  
 Secondly, most of these spaces can be travelled to only with difficulty, and such 
travel is often only possible through supernatural means. It has already been noted that 
Skírnir could only reach Gymir with a horse capable of riding through dark flame, and 
Þrymr could only be reached with a divine fjaðrhamr [feather-cloak] or on Þórr’s flying 
chariot. Typically, then, these spaces are separated by some kind of boundary. This 
quality of distant spaces also extends to the fornaldarsögur, where spaces inhabited by 
mythological beings are often separated from the human world by a great ocean, 
mountain range, or fog.40 Heide refers to the points which connect such spaces as 
‘passageways’, and suggests that they are essentially interchangeable.41 In other words, 
it is not important in mythological texts by what means a different space is reached, how 
far away it is, or which direction it lies in—only that it is separated to some degree by 
an obstacle, such as a river, sea, mountain, or wall of flame.42  
 Thirdly, it follows that in mythological texts most of these spaces are said to be 
‘away’ to varying degrees from a particular starting point or point of reference, which is 
                                                             
38 Heide (‘Contradictory Cosmology’, pp. 106–7) discusses the difficulties of locating the realm of Hel in 
mythological texts. 
39 ‘Contradictory Cosmology’, p. 122. See also Clunies Ross, Prolonged Echoes, pp. 51–2. Clunies Ross here 
conceives of these spaces as a ‘series of concentric half-circles’, with Ásgarðr being the ‘innermost’. It is 
difficult to conceive of an ‘innermost’ space, however, once the notion of any spatial logic has been 
rejected. 
40 In chapter 3 of Þorsteins þáttr bœjarmagns, for example, realms of jǫtnar and risar are separated from 
Norway by a great mist. Further, the hero Oddr must traverse mǫrg lǫnd ok hǫf [many lands and oceans] 
before reaching the realm of risar in chapter 18 of Örvar-Odds saga. 
41 ‘Contradictory Cosmology’, pp. 119–21. 
42 Separation between different spaces in mythological texts is not necessarily indicated by a tangible 
barrier. Often, such separation is indicated only by a journey between two different spaces. This is the 
case, for instance, in Vafþrúðnismál. Compare US, p. 50. 
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almost without exception Ásgarðr or some other space aligned with æsir. Clunies Ross 
is correct when she suggests that the centrality of the æsir ‘is conveyed most clearly by 
the insistently pro-god narratorial point of view of myth rather than, as Hastrup has 
argued…by a named division into Miðgarðr, “Middle Enclosure” and Útgarðr, “Outer 
Enclosure”’.43 In other words, the homes of the æsir need not actually be located at any 
physical ‘centre’: instead, the illusion of their centrality is given because it is where the 
protagonists of various mythological narratives reside and journey from. Naturally, 
spaces beyond the given starting point are considered distant, and are usually populated 
by beings other than æsir and vanir. 
 To summarise, then, Old Norse mythological narratives generally contain a 
distinction between a familiar starting point, broadly characterisable as ‘here’, and a less 
familiar space which lies at some undeterminable distance from it, ‘out there’.44 Spaces 
which can be described as ‘here’ are usually, but not always, the home of a divine 
protagonist, whereas spaces which lie at some remove from the first are generally less 
familiar, and are the homes of other kinds of beings.  
 
III.iii.b. The associations of distant space 
In Western tradition, as in societies across the globe, there is a widespread 
acknowledgment of a qualitative distinction between spaces characterisable as ‘here’, 
and unfamiliar, largely inaccessible locations which lie farther afield. Mary Helms 
suggests that ‘in traditional societies space and distance are not neutral concepts, but 
are accorded sociological, political, and especially ideological significance’.45 In the Old 
English poem Beowulf, for instance, the stark distinction between the human hall-
society of Heorot and spaces which lie outside of it, such as Grendel’s mere, is repeatedly 
                                                             
43 Prolonged Echoes, p. 51. 
44 In Helms’ discussions of artisans in space, she uses the phrase ‘cultural heartland’ to refer to the focal 
point of ‘social and ideological life’ (US, pp. 4, 9; CKI, p. 46). This is based on the work of Mircea Eliade 
(see, for instance, Images and Symbols, pp. 27–56; see also Smith, ‘The Wobbling Pivot’ for an overview of 
Eliade’s other works on mythological space and time). The phrase ‘cultural heartland’ would impose a 
problematic dichotomy between ‘culture’ and ‘nature’ onto Old Norse sources which is supported by some 
structuralist scholars (see, for example, Clunies Ross, Prolonged Echoes and Lindow, ‘Addressing Thor’), 
but which will not be applied in this thesis (see section ii.a.). It is not clear, for instance, that the realms 
of the jǫtnar represent ‘nature’, since they are culturally sophisticated in their own right (this has been 
stressed in numerous recent works; see, most recently, Ingunn Ásdísardóttir, ‘Jötnar í blíðu og stríðu’ and 
the references therein). In what follows, the less loaded terms ‘here’ or ‘heartland’ will be used to refer to 
familiar spaces inhabited by the protagonists in mythological sources, and ‘out there’ and ‘distant space(s)’ 
to refer to the less familiar spaces to which they travel. 
45 US, p. 4. 
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stressed: the former is the idealised epicentre of social activities such as gift-giving and 
ritual feasting, whereas the latter is a hostile place inhabited by monstrous beings.46 In 
the Irish text Baile in Scáil, the familiar heartland is separated from a threatening and 
otherworldly space by a thick mist, and a similar separation occurs in Welsh texts, such 
as in Manawydan vab Llyr. Helms also gives the example of Old Testament tradition, 
where settled heartlands are frequently contrasted with the distant and threatening 
wildernesses which lie beyond.47 Helms suggests that:  
 
The social world within involves that which is immediate—here and now or 
everyday—in spatial/temporal contexts, is known and understood and in that 
sense is ordinary and mundane or common, and is morally and politically more 
or less controlled or ordered, “cultured,” or “civilized.” Conversely, the world 
outside society is that which is distant—farther away in time/space, less known 
and therefore extraordinary and exotic, less controlled or uncontrolled (chaotic, 
wild, uncivilized), and unordered or ordered in a different fashion (e.g., as the 
world of ancestors or evil spirits). 
 
Helms also offers a great deal of ethnographic material which supports this position.48 
It is not possible to contrast regions in the Old Norse cosmos which are ‘civilised’ and 
‘uncivilised’ in such a straightforward fashion, but Helms is correct in identifying a sense 
of separation between spaces which are in a general sense ‘here’ from a narrative point 
of view and those which lie beyond. Broadly speaking, places situated at some remove 
from and out of the control of societies of humans and æsir in Old Norse texts are 
generally regarded as places of physical and social abnormality.49 The jǫtunn Hymir, who 
lives at himins enda [at the edge of heaven], is described as váscapaðr [misshapen], and 
he has at his hall a leiðr [loathsome] figure possessing nine hundred heads. Hymir’s 
home itself is covered on the inside with icicles—a sign that the hall-space is 
inhospitable and operates in a socially irregular fashion. The distinction between a 
                                                             
46 See Malone, ‘Grendel and His Abode’, and Butts, ‘The Analogical Mere’. 
47 US, p. 22. 
48 Ibid., pp. 20–33.  
49 Compare Helms’ comment that ‘a common and familiar thread in many relevant ethnographic examples 
identifies foreigners and foreign lands both as persons and territories beyond the effective…control of the 
home society and as places where personal lifestyles differ significantly from those of the heartland. The 
difference is often weighted in negative terms’ (Ibid., p. 50). 
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socially and physically ‘normative’ heartland and the abnormal spaces beyond also exists 
in the corpus of fornaldarsögur.50  
 A perceived moral distinction between known society and the spaces beyond also 
existed in Old Norse sources. In mythological texts, as in Western European tradition 
more generally, beings deemed unfit to inhabit normative society are exiled to the wild 
spaces beyond it.51 The being Hel is exiled by the æsir to a space below the earth; the 
miðgarðsormr occupies the distant ocean; and Loki is bound in a rocky space which lies 
away from the homes of the æsir. Perhaps most importantly, it is from distant spaces 
that the monstrous forces that will engage the æsir at ragna rǫk derive. The moral 
distinction between settled society and distant space is also implicit in the legal 
mechanism of outlawry in Iceland. Figures who did not adhere to social and legal norms 
were exiled to the unsettled wilderness—a process known as skóggangr [forest-going]. 
Outlaws were accordingly referred to as skógarmenn [men of the forest].52 Distant 
spaces, then, are perceived as threatening in Old Norse sources, and the beings present 
in such spaces reflect this bias.  
 However, perceptions of distant space in mythological sources are more complex 
than the above characterisation implies. Places beyond human and divine society, and 
the beings who inhabit such places, are not simply inimical and to be avoided at all costs. 
They are also a source of exclusive power and esoteric knowledge, both in Old Norse 
mythology and in ethnographic material more widely. This reflects a view widely 
observable in historical sources and ethnographic research that foreign societies could 
provide objects, technologies and knowledge which were of extreme benefit.53 Helms 
suggests that:  
 
                                                             
50 See, for example, Simpson, ‘Otherworld Adventures’ and Power, ‘Journeys to the Otherworld’. 
Fornaldarsögur whose protagonists journey far beyond Scandinavia, such as Yngvars saga víðförla and 
Örvar-Odds saga, frequently represent the beings and lands found there as strange or monstrous. 
51 Helms (US, pp. 53–4) gives the example of Irish priests who had to do penance outside of settled society. 
A fitting example is also found in Heremod, a Danish king who appears in Beowulf. Heremod begins ruling 
as a tyrant in violation of social norms, and is exiled mid eotenas [among giants] and on feonda geweald 
[into the power of enemies] as a result. See Blake, ‘The Heremod Digressions’. 
52 See Hastrup, Culture and History, p. 35. 
53 See US, pp. 131–71 and the scholarship cited in Chapter II, n. 79. In many medieval European societies, 
rulers attempted to gain legitimacy by appealing to exclusive centres of power which lay beyond their own 
communities. The early Anglo-Saxon elite, for instance, prized Roman styles for the legitimacy that they 
conferred, and accordingly metalworkers produced objects which displayed romanitas. For imitation of 




Realms outside are the ultimate source of the basic raw materials, intangible 
“energies,” original knowledge, and original ancestral creators and culture heroes 
that ultimately allow for the production of human life and social living inside and 
without which the world inside could not function.54  
 
One of the chief benefits which distant spaces offer in Old Norse mythological literature 
is potent knowledge.55 This is doubtless connected to the mysteriousness of such places, 
which lie far from regions known to the protagonists of mythological narratives. When 
Óðinn wishes to augment his own knowledge, he does so not by amassing wisdom in 
the familiar homes of the æsir. Instead, he travels into dangerous spaces away from 
Ásgarðr where the kind of wisdom to be found is exclusive, restricted, and often hard-
won. In the eddic poem Vafþrúðnismál, for instance, he travels to the jǫtunn Vafþrúðnir, 
whose hall lies away from Ásgarðr and is ostensibly a dangerous place. He is also among 
jǫtnar when he imbibes the knowledge-giving mead after his self-sacrifice on Yggdrasill. 
The most potent wisdom is considered to be that which belongs to the dead, who reside 
invariably in spaces far from Ásgarðr.56 When Óðinn seeks the wisdom of the vǫlva in 
Baldrs draumar, he must travel beyond Ásgarðr and down into the treacherous realm of 
Hel. Freyja must undertake a similar journey to extract the wisdom of the figure Hyndla 
in the eddic poem Hyndluljóð.57 Just as the strange and hostile spaces beyond Ásgarðr 
bear special wisdom, so the physical objects deriving from these spaces are also 
considered highly powerful. The desirability and extraordinary size of Hymir’s cauldron 
must be related to the fact that this item derives from a strange and powerful location 
at himins enda [at the edge of heaven]. In Þórsdrápa, Þórr obtains a magical pair of iron 
gloves, a megingjǫrð [girdle of might], and a magical staff, Gríðarvǫlr, from a gýgr who 
lives at some remove from the æsir.58 The power of these items must similarly be related 
to the space from which they were acquired.  
 
III.iii.c. Skilled crafting in space 
Understanding the nature and characteristics of space in Old Norse mythological 
                                                             
54 CKI, p. 6. 
55 On the inherent value and power of secret knowledge in an ethnographic context, see Herbert, Iron, 
Gender, and Power, p. 2. 
56 See Clunies Ross, Prolonged Echoes, pp. 213–5; 221–8 and Quinn, ‘Dialogue’, pp. 256–61. 
57 See Quinn, ‘Dialogue’, pp. 249, 263–4 and 266–9 for Hyndla’s status as a vǫlva. 
58 On Þórr’s staff, see Frank, ‘Hand Tools’. 
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sources is crucial, in turn, for understanding the role and perception of poets, craftsmen 
and their arts in these texts. Before these are considered, however, it is important to 
establish the basic fact that skilled crafting, followed by poetic composition, were 
associated with distant spaces in mythological texts.  
 The situation of mythological craftsmen and their art in distant spaces will be 
considered first. In both prose and poetic sources, dvergar live almost without exception 
at a significant remove from societies of humans and æsir—usually in inaccessible spaces 
below the earth or within rocks. Perhaps the earliest source attesting the existence of 
dvergar who live within stone is Ynglingatal, a genealogical poem composed in the ninth 
century by Þjóðólfr ór Hvíni. Stanza 2 of Ynglingatal runs as follows:  
 
 En dagskjarr 
 Dúrnis niðja 
 salvǫrðuðr 
 Sveigði vélti, 
 þás í stein 
 hinn stórgeði 
 Dusla konr 
 ept dvergi hljóp. 
 Ok salr bjartr 
 þeira Sǫkmímis 
 jǫtunbyggðr 
 við jǫfri gein.59  
 
And the day-shy guardian of the hall of Dúrnir’s descendants [DVERGAR > ROCK > 
DVERGR] deceived Sveigðir when the great-minded kinsman of Dusli [= Sveigðir] 
ran into the stone after the dvergr. And the bright jǫtunn-inhabited hall of 
Sǫkmímir <jǫtunn> and his companions [ROCK] gaped at the lord. 
 
Here, the Swedish king Sveigðir is lured into a rock by a dvergr who is dagskjarr [day-
shy]. The rock-hall then closes up on the king, and he is not seen thereafter. Sveigðir’s 
apparent inability to leave the hall suggests that it is not accessible by usual means. This 
                                                             
59 Þjóðólfr ór Hvíni, Ynglingatal 2 (ed. Marold, SkP 1.I, p. 10). 
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much is also confirmed in the prose Ynglinga saga, within which the above verse is 
embedded.60 Dvergar inhabit halls of stone in stanza 14 of Vǫluspá, and in stanza 48, at 
the coming of ragna rǫk, it is said that stynia dvergar fyr steindurom [dvergar roar before 
stone doors].61 In a prose interjection in the eddic poem Reginsmál, the dvergr Andvari 
disappears into a stone after giving the cursed ring Andvaranautr to Loki, and a similar 
scene is described in chapter 39 of Snorri’s Skáldskaparmál. The motif of dvergar 
inhabiting inaccessible spaces in rocks and stones is also frequently encountered in the 
fornaldarsögur. Sörla þáttr describes the journey of the ásynja Freyja to a stone inhabited 
by a number of dvergar: ‘þat var einn dag, er Freyju varð gengit til steinsins, hann var þá 
opinn. Dvergarnir váru at smíða eitt gullmen’.62 In Egils saga ok Ásmundar, the 
protagonist Egill is invited into a stone in a manner similar to Sveigðir, though in this 
instance he is healed by the dvergr and allowed to depart. In the U redaction of Hervarar 
saga ok Heiðreks, a dvergr named Dvalinn stands in the doorway of a stone when giving 
a sword to his erstwhile captor, Svafrlami. Further instances of dvergar living in rocks 
and stones exist in this corpus, but the above examples will suffice.  
 Dvergar are also commonly represented as inhabiting spaces below the earth. In 
the Hauksbók version of Vǫluspá, it is suggested that the dvergar are generated í jǫrðu 
[in the earth]. This is corroborated by Snorri Sturluson in his Edda. Snorri discusses how 
the dvergar began their existence as maggots niðri í jǫrðinni [down in the earth]—which 
is to say in the body of Ymir—and were then shaped into anthropomorphic beings by 
the æsir. In spite of their humanlike form and consciousness, however, Snorri suggests 
that the dvergar ‘búa þó í jǫrðu ok steinum’.63 This is corroborated by a variety of other 
mythological sources. In stanza 48 of Vǫluspá, dvergar are described as veggbergs vísir 
[wise ones of the steep mountain]. In stanza 14 of Vǫluspá, the speaker describes a group 
of dvergar called Aurvangasjǫt, or ‘troop from Aurvangar’, a toponym which means 
‘muddy plains’.64 In the eddic poem Alvíssmál, the eponymous dvergr Alvíss suggests ‘bý 
ec fyr iǫrð neðan, á ec undir steini stað’.65 In Snorri’s Gylfaginning, Freyr’s servant Skírnir 
                                                             
60 See Hafstein, ‘Groaning Dwarfs’, p. 34. 
61 On this see Hafstein, ‘Groaning Dwarfs’. The association of dvergar with stone doors is common, and 
might even be reflected in the dvergaheiti Durinn and Durnir, which are likely related to the word dyrr 
[door]; see Sjöros, ‘Till tolkningen’. 
62 Sörla þáttr, ch. 1 (FAS I, p. 367) — ‘one day, when Freyja had gone to the stone, it was open. The dvergar 
were smithing a certain gold necklace’. 
63 Gylfaginning, ch. 14 (ed. Faulkes, p. 15) — ‘live, however, in the earth and stones’. 
64 See Battles, ‘Dwarfs in Germanic Literature’, p. 37. 
65 Alvíssmál 3 (Edda, p. 124) — ‘I live under the ground, I own a place under a stone’. 
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is sent ofan [down] to Svartálfheimr to commission dvergar to produce the fetter 
Gleipnir.  
 The link between dvergar and the earth also extends to the skaldic corpus. In a 
kenning for the mead of poetry which Egill offers in his Skjaldardrápa, a dvergr is referred 
to with the substantive adjective jarðgróinn [earth-grown one].66 In stanza 3 of Þjóðólfr 
Arnórsson’s Sexstefja, the earth is referred to as haglfaldin mey Ánars [hail-coifed 
maiden of Ánarr <dvergr> [EARTH]]. Ánarr is a dvergsheiti, and the mey [maiden] of Ánarr 
is soluble as the divine embodiment of the earth, Jǫrð. Solving this kenning relies upon 
an assumed connection between dvergar and subterranean spaces.  
 Dvergar, it should be said, do not always inhabit spaces below the earth or in 
rocks in the mythological corpus. Reginn, the figure who fosters the hero Sigurðr, 
apparently belongs to a family of shapeshifters who live at some remove from the 
habitations of men, but it is nowhere stated that he lives in a subterranean space.67 
Austri, Vestri, Suðri and Norðri, the four dvergar who hold up the heavens, are not 
obviously located underground. Stanza 37 of Vǫluspá mentions a hall owned by Sindra 
ætt [the lineage of Sindri], and Sindri is likely a dvergr.68 The poem describes the 
dwelling as salr ór gulli [a hall of gold], which lies to the north on Niðavellir [new-moon 
plains]. This hall is mentioned in a list of threatening and distant places, such as the 
location of Loki’s bondage and a hall on Nástrǫnd [corpse-shore] which is woven from 
snakes’ spines. However, it is not stated in Vǫluspá that the hall of Sindri’s descendants 
is subterranean, even if its location appears to suggest that it lies in darkness. Lastly, it 
is not clear that the dvergar Fjalarr and Galarr, who are responsible for brewing the mead 
of poetry in Snorri’s Skáldskaparmál, inhabit a subterranean space. These figures 
                                                             
66 On this verse, see Chapter I.v.c. 
67 Reginn is only explicitly described as a dvergr in Norna-Gests þáttr, however his status as such in other 
sources can be reasonably assumed (though compare Ármann Jakobsson, ‘The Hole’, p. 68). He is said to 
be dvergr af vǫxt [a dvergr in height] in the prose prologue of Reginsmál, and his qualities match those of 
dvergar in the corpus more generally. Specifically, in Reginsmál, he is hveriom manni hagari [more skilled 
at crafting than every man]. The name Reginn is also listed as a dvergsheiti in stanza 12 of Vǫluspá. Further, 
the kenning drykkr Regins [drink of Reginn <dvergr> [POETIC MEAD]] appears in the only stanza of 
Snæfríðardrápa (see Chapter I.i.a.). As ‘dvergr’s drink’ is a common kenning type for the mead of poetry, 
it is clear that Reginn is considered a dvergr here. Reginn is also conventionally considered a dvergr in 
recent scholarship (see, for instance, Mikučionis, ‘Family Life’, p. 160 and Schäfke, ‘Extorted Dwarf’, p. 
172). 
68 Sindri is likely a dvergr. In the Codex Regius version of Skáldskaparmál, the brother of Eitri, one of the 
dvergar involved in the construction of many of the æsir’s prized possessions, is named Sindri 
(Skáldskaparmál, ed. Faulkes, I, p. 141). A dvergr named Sindri also appears in Þorsteins saga Víkingssonar. 
The name itself is related to sindr ‘slag’, and this points to an association with smithing (see Gould, p. 953; 
Carstens, ‘Might and Magic’, p. 251 and above, ii.b.). 
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evidently live at a great remove from Ásgarðr, as Kvasir needs to travel víða [widely] in 
order to reach them, but there is no specific reference in Skáldskaparmál to these figures 
living in earth or stone.69 It is significant that, even in the few cases where dvergar are 
not described as living in spaces within the earth or rocks, they nevertheless are 
envisioned as inhabiting locations which are at extreme distance from the homes of men 
and æsir.  
 The mythological smith Vǫlundr, though not a dvergr, is also located at a 
significant remove from human society in Vǫlundarkviða. The prose and verse in this 
poem do not agree on Vǫlundr’s identity, but both are unanimous in locating him in a 
geographically remote location. He is referred to in stanza 13 as álfa vísi and in stanzas 
10 and 32 as álfa lióði, both which mean ‘lord of álfar’, and he is therefore likely 
considered to be an álfr himself in the poetry of Vǫlundarkviða.70 In the prose prologue 
which precedes the verse, Vǫlundr and his brothers are instead called synir 
Finnakonungs [sons of the king of the Finnar].71 This is corroborated to some degree in 
stanza 4 of the verse, where Vǫlundr’s brothers engage in skiing, and Vǫlundr himself is 
a keen-eyed archer and a hunter in stanza 8. These are qualities which are associated 
with the Finnar in Old Norse sources, and which place Vǫlundr and his brothers in a 
remote, snowy and forested region. The prose and verse of Vǫlundarkviða situate 
Vǫlundr, his brothers and his valkyrja wife in Úlfdalir [‘wolf-valleys’], and the prose adds 
a location called Úlfsjár [‘wolf-sea’]. Wolves are a common marker of geographical 
remoteness in Germanic literature, and these instances are no exception.72 Vǫlundr is 
also described as ‘sá er ór holti ferr’ in stanza 16.73 The above information allows Vǫlundr 
to be localised in a wild region which is at some remove from the domain of the human 
king, Niðuðr. Whether Vǫlundr is considered to be an álfr or a Finnr is unimportant in 
geographical terms: in either case, he inhabits a similar space as the dvergar of the 
                                                             
69 It may be of significance, however, that Fjalarr is listed in stanza 16 of Vǫluspá as a member of 
Aurvangasjǫt [lit. ‘troop of the muddy plains’] which originally lived in halls of stone. This toponym was 
mentioned earlier in this sub-section. For further discussion of this verse see below, iv.c. 
70 Vǫlundr, as an álfr smith, might be connected to the svartálfar or dǫkkálfar which Snorri mentions in 
Gylfaginning, and which are essentially analogous to dvergr-craftsmen. See Grimstad, ‘The Revenge’, p. 
195; Ármann Jakobsson, ‘Extreme Emotional Life’, p. 236; Motz, ‘Of Elves and Dwarfs’ and Wanner, ‘The 
Giant’, pp. 203–8. 
71 See Ármann Jakobsson, ‘Extreme Emotional Life’, p. 228. 
72 For instance, in stanza 8 of Atlakviða, the great expanse between the Gjúkungar and Atli is described as 
ylfskr [wolfish]. The mountainous home of Skaði, Þrymheimr, is marked out as remote by úlfa þytr [the 
howling of wolves]. In Beowulf, the mere of Grendel’s mother is characterised as remote on account of the 
wulfhleoþu [wolf-slopes] which surround it. 
73 Edda, p. 119 — ‘he who comes from the forest’. 
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fornaldarsögur and, like all mythological craftsmen, he derives from a region at some 
distance from settled human society.74 
 
III.iii.d. The function of crafting and craftsmen in distant space  
Having established the spatial configuration of craftsmen in the Old Norse cosmos, it 
should be questioned what the nature of their interaction with distant spaces is, and 
how this affects their character and that of their creative process. As suggested at the 
beginning of this chapter, the habitation of mythological craftsmen in distant and 
unfamiliar spaces is fundamentally linked to the position of their historical counterparts 
in spaces beyond settled society.75 In mythological texts, craftsmen are viewed as 
professionals who are able to work the potency of distant spaces into material goods 
which are of great value to the humans and æsir who inhabit settled society.76 Whereas 
on occasion highly powerful objects are sourced ready-made from distant places, potent 
items which are desired by æsir and humans in mythological texts and fornaldarsaga 
narratives are almost invariably constructed by dvergr-craftsmen, who reside far from 
the heartlands of these texts in rocks and below the earth. Humans and æsir, who usually 
act as the protagonists in mythological contexts and who therefore inhabit the heartland 
or geographical point of reference in cosmic terms, naturally lack the abilities which 
come from an association with the distant spaces. Kevin Wanner suggested that ‘Norse 
myth presents us with a situation in which the æsir, the most privileged social class, lack 
direct control over either the skills or materials necessary for the manufacturing of 
weapons, vehicles, jewellery, cauldrons, horns, fetters, etc., despite the fact that such 
goods and objects are highly valued, and, in fact, are necessary for the construction and 
maintenance of the gods’ culture and way of life’.77 The same dynamic prevails in 
fornaldarsaga narratives, where humans must commission dvergar to produce the most 
                                                             
74 Accordingly, the remoteness of Vǫlundr’s home is often acknowledged in scholarship (see, for example, 
Burson, ‘Swan Maidens’ and Einarsson, ‘Artisanal Revenge’, pp. 2–5). 
75 The itineracy of historical craftsmen, and particularly metalworkers, was discussed in Chapter II.ii.c. 
However, the itineracy of artisans is commonplace in societies across the globe. On this see CKI, pp. 32–
7; US, pp. 111–2 and Brown, Hermes, p. 38. 
76 See Motz, ‘Craftsman in the Mound’, p. 48 and ‘The Host of Dvalinn’, p. 81. 
77 ‘Giant’, p. 204. The political arrangement between æsir and dvergar is also discussed by Clunies Ross in 
Prolonged Echoes, pp. 73–4; 165–8. In stanza 7 of Vǫluspá, the æsir can apparently create their own 
exquisite products, but mysteriously lose this ability. Dronke (The Poetic Edda, p. 38) suggested that ‘now 
the gods are no longer their own goldsmiths, it is to the dwarfs that they will turn for their golden needs’. 
Mundal (‘Austr sat in aldna’, p. 191) suggested that the æsir imbued the dvergar with their creative abilities 
when they shaped them, and thus forfeited this power. This is a convincing reading. 
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illustrious items that exist in this corpus. 
 That mythological craftsmen were viewed as manipulators of the potent forces 
which existed in distant space is self-evident in the magical potency of the items that 
they produced. Descriptions of such items are also often accompanied by 
acknowledgments of the arcane nature of their construction. It is worth providing 
several examples of the exceptionality of such items, and of the manner of their creation. 
One of the speakers in Gylfaginning, Hár, mentions the ship Skíðblaðnir which was 
crafted by the earth-dwelling sons of the dvergr Ívaldi. He suggests that it is með mestum 
hagleik gerr [made with the greatest skill] and further that ‘er hann gǫrr af svá mǫrgum 
hlutum ok með svá mikilli list at hann má vefja saman sem dúk ok hafa í pung sínum’.78 
On hearing these remarkable facts, the listener Gangleri remarks ‘allmikil fjǫlkyngi mun 
við vera hǫfð áðr svá fái gert’.79 Two further dvergar named Brokkr and Eitri, who also 
live beneath the earth, craft Þórr’s hammer Mjǫllnir, which returns to Þórr when cast, 
can be shrunk in size like Skíðblaðnir, and even has the power to resurrect the dead.80 
These dvergar also craft the ring Draupnir which produces eight identical gold rings 
every ninth night, and the golden boar Gullinbursti, which can run faster than a horse 
both on water and in the air.81 After relating how Skírnir had travelled down to 
Svartálfheimr to procure the fetter Gleipnir, Hár relates that ‘hann var gjǫrr af sex 
hlutum: af dyn kattarins ok af skeggi konunnar ok af rótum bjargsins ok af sinum 
bjarnarins ok af anda fisksins ok af fogls hráka’.82 The materials which make up Gleipnir 
are considered so incredible that Hár needs to stress the truthfulness of his account. He 
then informs Gangleri that ‘fjǫturrinn varð sléttr ok blautr sem silkirœma, en…traustr 
ok sterkr’.83 Hár substantiates the purported strength of Gleipnir by telling Gangleri of 
its wondrous ability to bind the wolf Fenrir. Although dvergar make up the majority of 
distant craftsmen who are able to imbue objects with special power, this ability does not 
                                                             
78 Gylfaginning, ch. 43 (ed. Faulkes, p. 36) — ‘it is made of so many parts and with such great craftsmanship 
that he [Freyr] can fold it together like a cloth and have it in his pocket’. 
79 Gylfaginning, ch. 44 (ed. Faulkes, p. 36) — ‘almighty magic must have been employed for it to be made 
in this way’. 
80 In chapter 44 of Snorri’s Gylfaginning, Þórr uses Mjǫllnir to bless the bones and hides of his two goats, 
and they return to life. 
81 A similar boar owned by Freyja is attributed to two dvergar, Dáinn and Nabbi, in stanza 7 of Hyndluljóð. 
See Battles, ‘Dwarfs in Germanic Literature’, p. 38. 
82 Gylfaginning, ch. 34 (ed. Faulkes, p. 28) — ‘it was made from six things: from the sound of a cat and 
from the beard of a woman and from the roots of a mountain and from the sinews of a bear and from the 
breath of a fish and from the spittle of a bird’. 
83 Gylfaginning, ch. 34 (ed. Faulkes, p. 28) — ‘the fetter was made as smooth and soft as a silk ribbon, but 
reliable and strong’. 
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fall to them alone. Vǫlundr likely crafts a means of flight by which he makes his escape 
from his human captor.84 The one thing which all of these craftsmen who produce 
magical items share is their remove from the societies of men and æsir, and their 
association with the potency and special knowledge inherent in such places.  
 Dvergar in the fornaldarsögur continue their role of channeling the energies 
latent in distant and hostile spaces into their work. In this corpus, however, objects 
which derive from distant space often carry with them the more negative qualities 
inherent in such spaces. Perhaps the most famous case is the ring Andvaranautr, which 
Loki extracts from the stone- and water-dwelling dvergr Andvari.85 In chapter 14 of 
Vǫlsunga saga Andvari curses the ring, declaring that it will cause the death of whoever 
owns it.86 In Ásmundar saga kappabana, the dvergr Olíus smiths a sword for the Swedish 
king Buðli, but also curses the weapon. Olíus declares ‘þat mun verða at bana inum 
göfgustum bræðrum, dóttursonum þínum’.87 In the U redaction of Hervarar saga ok 
Heiðreks, Svafrlami prevents the dvergar Durinn and Dvalinn from returning to their 
subterranean home and threatens them with death, unless they can produce for him a 
gold-encrusted sword which does not rust, cuts into iron, and brings victory to its user. 
They create the sword Tyrfingr, but in revenge they lay a potent curse on it: ‘sverð þitt, 
Svafrlami, verði manns bani hvárt sinn er brugðit er, ok með því sé unnin þrjú 
níðingsverk in mestu; þat verði ok þinn bani’.88 In the above sources, then, craftsmen 
who inhabit distant spaces are seen to produce the most expert objects, and this is 
because they imbue them with the kind of energies which exist in these spaces. The 
significance of this for the present discussion will be returned to shortly.  
 Distant artisans in the fornaldarsögur are not always dvergar, however. In Örvar-
Odds saga, a prescient woman who lives in a jarðhús [earth-house] has a shirt made for 
                                                             
84 Vǫlundr’s crafting a pair of wings is not actually described in Vǫlundarkviða itself, even if Vǫlundr is 
said to fly in stanzas 29 and 38 of the poem. However, Vǫlundr’s analogue in Þiðreks saga, Velent, creates 
a fjaðrhamr [feather cloak], and the gathering of feathers for this purpose is probably depicted on the early 
eighth-century Franks Casket. See Grimstad, ‘The Revenge of Vǫlundr’, p. 191; Souers, ‘The Wayland Scene’ 
and Kopár, ‘The Wings of Weland’. 
85 The creation of Andvaranautr is not explicitly attributed to Andvari in any of the sources in which he 
appears. However, since the vast majority of items associated with dvergar in the Old Norse corpus are of 
their own making, that is likely the case here. This possibility is also strengthened by Andvari’s habitation 
in a stone—a quality shared by most dvergr-smiths—and his possession of vast quantities of gold. 
86 This is also the role attributed to the ring by Snorri in chapter 39 of Skáldskaparmál. In stanza 5 of 
Reginsmál, the ring is said to cause the death of two brothers and cause strife between princes. 
87 Ásmundar saga kappabana, ch. 1 (FAS I, pp. 387–8) — ‘that will cause the death of the most glorious 
brothers, your nephews’. 
88 Hervarar saga, Prologue (U) (ed. Tolkien, p. 68) — ‘your sword, Svafrlami, will cause the death of a man 
every time it is drawn, and with it three evil deeds will be done; it will also cause your death’. 
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Oddr which is fashioned from silk but protects the wearer from physical harm. The 
woman responsible, Ölvör, relates the esoteric production of the mail shirt in a verse:  
 
 Serk um frák ór silki  
 í sex stöðum görvan;  
 ermr á Íralandi,  
 önnur norðr með Finnum.  
 Slógu Saxa meyjar,  
 en suðreyskar spunnu;  
 váfu valskar drósir;  
 varp Óþjóðans móðir.89 
 
I heard of a shirt of silk made in six places; a sleeve in Ireland, another north 
among the Finnar. Saxon maidens struck it, and Hebrideans spun it; southern 
girls wove it; the mother of Óþjóðann cast it (i.e. the warp).90  
 
This verse justifies the power and magical qualities of Oddr’s shirt simply by referencing 
its production in a range of distant spaces. The above examples indicate that the 
situation of mythological craftsmen in distant space was not a neutral attribution. Their 
creative processes were uniquely powerful, and the manner in which these were 
conducted was intimately connected with magic and special potency. Accordingly, the 
objects which craftsmen produced were considered especially powerful. However, the 
qualities of distant space also affected the characters of the artisans themselves who 
worked in them. Although the products of mythological craftsmen, as crystallisations of 
the power inherent in distant spaces, were considered highly desirable, mythological 
craftsmen themselves took on the less favourable qualities of these spaces. Because of 
their craft, these figures were viewed as bearers of physical abnormalities. Dvergar were, 
like their later folklore analogues, unusually short in stature. Reginn is introduced in the 
prose of Reginsmál as dvergr á vǫxt [a dvergr in height], and this is also a quality shared 
by dweorgas in Old English tradition.91 However, dvergar exhibited far more severe 
                                                             
89 Ölvör, lausavísa (ed. Clunies Ross, SkP 8.II, p. 813). 
90 The identities of Óþjóðann, and his mother, are unknown. 
91 Dweorg is used to gloss the Latin terms pumilio, nanus and pygmaeus in the Anglo-Saxon Epinal Glosses; 
see Liberman, ‘Dwarves and Dweebs’, p. 178. Smiths are presented as short or handicapped in societies 
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physical abnormalities than this. When Þórr meets Alvíss in Alvíssmál, he announces 
‘hví ertu svá fǫlr um nasar, vartu í nótt með ná? Þursa líki þicci mér á þér vera’.92 
According to this description, dvergar had monstrous appearances, and were extremely 
pale. This monstrousness is also suggested by the numerous dvergaheiti which imply a 
physical similarity between dvergar and the dead, including Náinn [corpse-like]; Dáinn 
and Dáni [death-like]; and Eggmóinn [sword-slain]. The physical deformity of dvergar 
also extends into the fornaldarsögur. In Þorsteins þáttr, a dvergr is described as furðuliga 
ljótr [wondrously ugly]. The smith Vǫlundr is not described as physically monstrous in 
Vǫlundarkviða, but he exhibits the animalistic qualities of the wild environs from which 
he is extracted. In stanza 17, he bares his teeth like a beast and his eyes are described as 
those of a serpent, and in stanza 29, Vǫlundr himself refers to his fitiar [webbed feet].  
 Mythological craftsmen are also characterised as inherently untrustworthy. This 
fact must be connected with their occupational habitation in spaces lying far from 
settled society, and with their manipulation of the esoteric forces present in such spaces. 
Sveigðir’s fatal deception by a dvergr and the production of the cursed items 
Andvaranautr and Tyrfingr have already been mentioned, but it is worth exploring 
further examples. Reginn is perhaps the most famous example of a duplicitous 
mythological craftsman. He cultivates a positive relationship with his foster-son Sigurðr 
and goads him to slay the dragon Fáfnir, but secretly intends to bring about Sigurðr’s 
death and take Fáfnir’s wealth for himself. In stanza 22 of Fáfnismál, Fáfnir reveals 
‘Reginn mic réð, hann þic ráða mun, hann mun ocr verða báðom at bana’.93 The social 
abrasiveness of dvergar is clearly revealed in some of their heiti, such as Alþjófr [master 
thief]; Dólgr [enemy]; Ginnarr [deceiver] and Óri [belligerent one]. The treachery and 
social deviancy of mythological craftsmen is perhaps most clearly revealed in the eddic 
poem Vǫlundarkviða. In this text, Vǫlundr exacts his revenge by using the rings he 
produces—tellingly called vélar [deceptions] in the poem—to trick his captor’s children 
into visiting him. He then slays them, and processes their organs into dress items. He 
                                                             
across the globe. This reflects the fact that metalworking was an occupation which would often be carried 
out by men who no longer had the use of their legs. See Post, ‘Lame Smiths’. For the presentation of smiths 
in this way, see CKI, p. 56. 
92 Alvíssmál 2 (Edda, p. 124) — ‘why are you so pale about the nose? Were you with a corpse last night? 
You seem in the likeness of a þurs to me’. Since Skírnir curses Gerðr to be with a þurs þríhǫfðuðr [three-
headed þurs] in stanza 31 of Skírnismál, it can be assumed that þursar were thought to be physically 
grotesque in appearance. 




then rapes and impregnates Niðuðr’s daughter Bǫðvildr. The potency, physical 
monstrosity and social deviancy of mythological craftsmen will be returned to in due 
course.  
 
III.iii.e. Poetic composition in space 
First, however, it is necessary to establish the geographical configuration of the poetic 
art in mythological space, and consider what the implications of this are. Like 
mythological craftsmen, the mead of poetry is also inherently connected to distant zones 
in the Old Norse cosmos. However, unlike the dvergar, who occupy fixed geographical 
positions in mythological sources, the mead is portable, and exists in various spaces both 
away from and within the home of the æsir during the process of its creation and 
acquisition. As was discussed in Chapter I.v.c., the poetic mead was crafted by the 
dvergar, and so naturally its first geographical position is in the spaces which they 
occupy. Snorri suggests that Fjalarr and Galarr produce the mead from the blood of 
Kvasir. As pointed out in section iii.c., it is not clear that these figures inhabit a 
subterranean space, but they are clearly located at a significant remove from Ásgarðr. In 
the skaldic corpus, the mead of poetry is associated with dvergar in general, and not 
exclusively with Fjalarr and Galarr. In Snæfríðardrápa, it is referred to as drykkr Regins 
[drink of Reginn <dvergr> [POETIC MEAD]]; in a lausavísa by Sighvatr Þórðarson, it is 
called munvágr Dáins [delightful wave of Dáinn <dvergr> [POETIC MEAD]]; and Þórðr 
Kolbeinsson refers to the mead as regn rekka Þorins [rain of the men of Þorinn <dvergr> 
[DVERGAR > POETIC MEAD] in stanza 14 of his Eiríksdrápa. In the fourth stanza of Vellekla, 
Einarr skálaglamm gives a kenning which refers to the creation of the mead by the 
dvergar, and, importantly, localises this in a rocky, likely subterranean space. The mead 
is here described as grynnilǫ́ bergs dverga [shoal-wave of the rock of dvergar [MOUNTAIN 
> POETIC MEAD]]. It would appear, then, that in skaldic tradition, the mead of poetry is 
tied to spaces inhabited by dvergar in a general fashion. In this vein, there may be some 
truth in Schjødt’s claim that the stuff of poetry was created in a ‘chthonic space’.94 
 Snorri then relates that the dvergar are taken to a skerry out at sea by the jǫtunn 
Suttungr, and it is to be assumed that the mead travels with them.95 It is borne from 
                                                             
94 Schjødt, trans. Hansen, Initiation, p. 160. He also describes the site of Kvasir’s death as ‘the underworld’, 
though this is not supported in extant source material. 
95 This is not made explicit by Snorri, however. See n. 91 in Chapter I. 
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there by the jǫtunn Suttungr to a location known as Hnitbjǫrg, and is entrusted to his 
daughter Gunnlǫð.96 As was the case with dvergar, poetic sources suggest that the mead 
was present among jǫtnar in a general fashion and do not mention a specific location. 
Stanza 106 of Hávamál suggests that Óðinn could only reach the mead by boring into 
the mountain with an auger, meaning that it is located in a subterranean space 
inaccessible by usual means: 
  
 Rata munn       létomc rúms um fá 
  oc um griót gnaga; 
 yfir oc undir       stóðomc iǫtna vegir,  
  svá hætta ec hǫfði til.97 
 
With the mouth of Rati I made room, and made it gnaw the rock; over and under 
me were jǫtunn-paths; thus I risked my head. 
 
Mention of the jǫtunn-paths which pass above and below Óðinn suggests that the mead 
is stored in a location which is both highly remote from Ásgarðr and also highly 
dangerous—a fact also revealed by the last line of this verse. Skalds frequently refer to 
the mead in its capacity as a liquid guarded in subterranean spaces by the jǫtnar. In a 
fragment, Bragi Boddason calls the mead of poetry drykkr Fjǫlnis fjalla [drink of the 
Fjǫlnir <=Óðinn> of the mountains [JǪTUNN > POETIC MEAD]]; Hallfreðr vandræðaskáld 
calls it líð lýða landherðar [drink of the folk of the land-shoulder [MOUNTAIN > JǪTNAR > 
POETIC MEAD]] in stanza 21 of his Erfidrápa Óláfr Tryggvasonar; and Einarr skálaglamm 
calls the mead brim dreggjar fyrða fjarðleggjar [surf of the dregs of the men of the fjord-
bone [ROCK > JǪTNAR > POETIC MEAD]] in the first stanza of Vellekla.98 The corpus of Old 
Norse mythological poetry suggests time and again that the location of the poetic mead 




                                                             
96 Hnitbjǫrg can be translated as ‘clashing mountains’. See Schjødt, trans. Hansen, Initiation, p. 162. 
97 Hávamál 106 (Edda, p. 33). 
98 Tellingly, the kenning element firðir fjarðleggjar [men of the fjord-bone] could refer to either dvergar 
or jǫtnar, but most editors of Vellekla prefer the latter solution. 
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III.iii.f. The function of poetic composition and poets in distant space  
The position of the mead of poetry away from the homes of the æsir suggests much 
about the perception of the poetic art in mythological contexts. Like dvergr-craftsmen, 
the poetic mead is a means by which the potency inherent in distant spaces can be 
harnessed by humans and æsir. The value of the poetic mead in this capacity is self-
evident when one considers the sacrifice involved in its acquisition, and the esteem in 
which it is held by the æsir.99 It is a resource which is highly prized by the æsir and vanir, 
and is viewed as one of their many treasured resources. Eyvindr skáldaspillir refers to 
the mead as jólna sumbl [feast of the gods [POETIC MEAD]] in stanza 13 of his Háleygjatal, 
and in stanza 3 of Sigurðardrápa, Kormákr Ǫgmundarson calls it fjǫrðr día [fjord of the 
gods [POETIC MEAD]]. In an illustrative kenning in stanza 2 of Egill Skallagrímsson’s 
Sonatorrek, fagnafundr niðja Friggjar [joyful find of the kinsmen of Frigg <ásynja> [ÆSIR 
> POETIC MEAD]], the retrieval of the mead is viewed as a highly positive event. As 
discussed in section ii.c. above, however, the mead is not channelled into poetry in the 
divine sphere, as the æsir apparently lacked a cultural need for such poetry. Its value to 
the community of Ásgarðr may be partly symbolic. As with other resources taken from 
the realms of the jǫtnar, such as Hymir’s cauldron, the mead is valuable simply on 
account of its association with potent spaces lying at great distance from the æsir. It was 
also doubtless esteemed on account of its ability to foster a devotional relationship 
between the chief áss, Óðinn, and human poets.  
 Unlike other items crafted in Old Norse mythological narratives, however, the 
value of the poetic mead is chiefly apparent in the human world. Although the creative 
powers inherent in the poetic mead are chiefly harnessed by human poets, these powers 
are nevertheless attributable to the distant cosmic spaces through which it travelled 
during its production. As was discussed above, Snorri suggests that the poetic mead 
passed from the realm of the æsir in the form of Kvasir, to the habitation of the dvergar, 
and from there to a skerry and to Hnitbjǫrg before returning once more to Ásgarðr. As 
Quinn has noted, ‘at each transfer, the value of the liquid swells with the attributes of 
the class of beings who lose it: it denotes knowledge (from Kvasir), skilful artifice (from 
the dwarves, famous for their ability to turn raw materials into extremely valuable 
                                                             
99 According to Quinn (‘Liquid Knowledge’, p. 201), ‘that the mead is Óðinn’s stolen booty enhances its 
value among men even further: this is the property of the risk-taker’. This ties into wider themes identified 
in ethnographic literature where the potency of an object or resource is proportionately increased based 
on how secretive or restricted it is (see US, pp. 16–17; 80–1 and especially 114, and CKI, pp. 59–62). 
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goods) and culturally valued possession (from the giants).’100 The paramount importance 
of the different spheres which the mead has occupied is stressed in the skaldic corpus 
by the many references to it at its various stages of production, which are often referred 
to simultaneously. In only the first two stanzas of his Vellekla, for instance, Einarr 
skálaglamm figures the mead as though it were Kvasir’s blood, the drink of dvergar, the 
drink of jǫtnar and of Óðinn. Numerous poets refer to the poetic mead in its different 
states in this fashion.  
 The sense that the presence of the mead in a variety of distant spaces was of 
importance to poets is stressed in the geographical specificity which is often a feature of 
their kennings, such as drykkr Fjǫlnis fjalla [drink of the Fjǫlnir <=Óðinn> of the 
mountains [JǪTUNN > POETIC MEAD]], and grynnilǫ́ bergs dverga [shoal-wave of the rock of 
dvergar [MOUNTAIN > POETIC MEAD]].101 The mead’s ultimate origin in and connection to 
distant spaces is also frequently recalled in kennings which refer to the narrative of 
Óðinn’s acquisition of it from beyond the home of the æsir. It is called fengr Viðurs 
[acquisition of Viðurr <=Óðinn> [POETIC MEAD]] in a lausavísa by Ormr Steinþórsson; 
fundr Þundar [discovery of Þundr <=Óðinn> [POETIC MEAD]] in the first stanza of Vǫlu-
Steinn’s Ǫgmundardrápa; Viðurs þýfi [theft of Viðurr <=Óðinn> [POETIC MEAD]] in stanza 
1 of Egill Skallagrímsson’s Sonatorrek, and flýtifengr Fjǫlnis [hasty acquisition of Fjǫlnir 
<=Óðinn> [POETIC MEAD]] in a lausavísa by Eilífr Snorrason. One particularly splendid 
kenning found in a fragment of verse by the poet Steinþórr refers to the mead as the 
property of Óðinn in his capacity as Gunnlǫð’s seducer: ‘fors horna hlítstyggs farms arma 
Gunnlaðar’.102 These kennings imply that skalds did not merely fixate on the mead as a 
static resource situated in Ásgarðr. Instead, its situation in distant spaces was evidently 
thought to be something which defined and empowered it. Poets commemorated time 
and again the different locations through which the mead passed. Aside from creating a 
thrilling poetic effect and giving access to a great array of kennings, this strategy also 
suggests that the mead was not valued merely because it was a gift which Óðinn 
distributed from Ásgarðr. The stuff of poetry was regarded as powerful precisely because 
it was inexorably linked to a range of mysterious and potent spaces from beyond the 
homes of the æsir.  
                                                             
100 Quinn, ‘Liquid Knowledge’, p. 194. 
101 Such kennings were discussed in the previous sub-section.  
102 Steinþórr, Fragment 1 (ed. Fulk, SkP 3.I, p. 390) — ‘the waterfall of the horns of the trust-wary freight 
of the arms of Gunnlǫð [=Óðinn > POETIC MEAD]]’. 
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 As was the case with dvergr-craftsmen, then, the position of the source of poetic 
composition in spaces far away from the homes of the æsir qualified it as potent and 
highly valuable. However, the poetic mead, being an inanimate resource, did not adopt 
the physical and social flaws associated with such spaces. These are instead exhibited by 
Óðinn in his capacity as the recoverer and donor of the poetic art. As with dvergr-
craftsmen, Óðinn takes on the physical abnormality which is so characteristic of spaces 
beyond divine and human society. Unlike other æsir, many of whom are characterised 
as ideally youthful and attractive, Óðinn is presented as an elderly, one-eyed itinerant. 
These associations are stressed in Óðinn’s various heiti, many examples of which are 
preserved in stanzas 46–50 and 54 of Grímnismál. Examples include Hárbarðr 
[greybeard]; Gangleri [wanderer] and Helblindi [Hel-blind]. As will be argued in the 
following chapter, skalds are also noted for their unattractiveness, and this must be 
connected with the physical imperfection of Óðinn himself.103 Although Óðinn’s status 
as the eldest and most physically flawed áss can be linked to his preoccupations with 
wisdom and distant spaces more generally, these are also clearly connected with his 
recovery of and frequent association with the magical mead of poetry.  
 Óðinn also exhibits the social deviancy which characterises the distant spaces 
from which he recovered the stuff of poetry, and which would come to characterise the 
poetic art itself.104 As with mythological craftsmen, this social deviancy is expressed in 
one sense by his identity as a trickster. Examples of such trickery can be found in the 
myth of the poetic mead itself. Óðinn’s seduction of Gunnlǫð to acquire the potent 
liquid is seen as a great betrayal and oath-breaking in stanza 110 of Hávamál. An 
anonymous speaker expresses in a condemnatory fashion ‘baugeið Óðinn hygg ec at 
unnit hafi, hvat scal hans trygðom trúa?’105 Óðinn acknowledges the treachery of the act 
himself in stanza 105 of the poem. Óðinn is criticised for his social deviancy in other 
sources besides. Loki berates him for granting and withdrawing his patronage to humans 
at will in stanza 22 of Lokasenna, and in stanza 24 suggests that he beat a magical drum 
and flew through the air in the fashion of a witch. Óðinn himself offers numerous 
examples of his social deviancy throughout Hárbarðsljóð. These qualities are also 
expressed in Óðinn’s heiti, including Bǫlverkr [evil-doer]; Yggr [terrifier] and Fjǫlnir 
                                                             
103 On the Odinic nature of poets, see Chapter IV.iii.b.; Clunies Ross, ‘The Skald Sagas’, p. 45 and ‘The Art 
of Poetry’; Whaley, ‘Social and Professional Relations’, p. 287 and Dronke, ‘Poet’s Persona’, pp. 24–6. 
104 On the social deviancy of poets in saga literature, see Chapter IV.iii.b. 






Connected with their location at some remove from settled society, poetic composition 
and skilled crafting are viewed as highly potent creative abilities which make 
otherworldly forces accessible to humans and æsir. Mythological sources also connect 
the arts of crafting and poetic composition with mystery and the esoteric. Those 
associated with these arts—dvergr-craftsmen and Óðinn as the recoverer of the poetic 
mead—take on the physical and social monstrosity which characterises spaces beyond 
Ásgarðr and human society. It was suggested above that the association of Óðinn, 
Vǫlundr, dvergar and the arts of material and verbal crafting with distant space in 
mythological sources reflects the fact that, in Viking-Age Scandinavia, poets and 
craftsmen were itinerant and both travelled through and worked within regions outside 
of hall society. However, it is clear that the expression of this association in mythological 
sources is highly complex, and communicates much more about the perception of poetic 
composition, skilled crafting and their practitioners in Viking-Age Scandinavia. Their 
connection with distance, and with the power, esotericism and monstrosity inherent in 
such spaces likely expresses a much deeper perception of creative agents as threatening, 
untrustworthy and privy to privileged powers.106 As will be discussed in due course, it is 
crucial that Óðinn and his mead, as well as mythological craftsmen and their arts, are 
characterised in parallel as having a connection with threatening distance. This reveals 
a fundamental similarity between them which is of great significance in this discussion.  
 
III.iv. Poets, craftsmen and cosmic time 
 
III.iv.a. The nature of time 
In the introduction to this chapter, it was mentioned that poetry and craftsmanship in 
mythological terms were linked with the distant past, and that this represents a 
significant intersection between the two arts. The idea of what constitutes ‘chronological 
distance’ is not as difficult to locate in Old Norse mythological sources as the idea of 
spatial distance, but this nevertheless requires some clarification.107 In the latter half of 
                                                             
106 This much was touched on by Clunies Ross in A History, pp. 90–1. 
107 For conceptions of time in medieval societies more widely, see Higgins, ‘Structure of Time’; Gurevich, 
Chapter III 
 136 
the twentieth century, the chronology of the Old Norse mythological world was 
considered to operate in terms of two axes, much like the received spatial model 
discussed above. This view has its basis in the work of Eliade.108 Hastrup, Schjødt and 
Meletinskij considered time to operate in a ‘cyclical’ or ‘reversible’ manner on the 
horizontal spatial axis—that is, in the world in which most extant mythological 
narratives take place—and in an ‘irreversible’ manner on the vertical axis, which centres 
on the tree Yggdrasill and the concepts associated with it.109 The difficulty of pressing 
contradictory spatial information provided in Old Norse mythological texts into a 
structuralist mould has been discussed above, and this necessarily problematises the 
above chronological model which depends upon it.  
 The view that most Old Norse mythological material adheres to a cyclical 
chronology is also untenable. This implies that periods and events are repeated in a 
regular fashion, but such a process is not observable in mythological narratives. 
Meletinskij suggests that dealings between different mythological groups operate in a 
cyclical way and provides the example of the poetic mead, which begins with the æsir, 
circulates among dvergar and jǫtnar, and eventually finds its way back to the æsir.110 
However this, and other exchanges like it, are never said to recur. In the specific case of 
the poetic mead, the change from Kvasir to magical liquid is irreversible and so the myth 
can hardly be considered ‘cyclical’. The same might be said for the span of mythological 
time more generally. Schier, Meletinskij, Hastrup, Schjødt and others contend that the 
cosmos is created, exists, and is destroyed, only for this to repeat after ragna rǫk in a 
cyclical fashion.111 However, as Clunies Ross has suggested, ‘there is definitely not a 
return to the first age of the world, in which the cosmos was not yet fully differentiated 
and the giants were the only existing group of living beings’.112 As in the case of specific 
                                                             
Categories of Medieval Culture, pp. 93–152 and Le Goff, trans. Goldhammer, Time, Work, and Culture, pp. 
29–42. 
108 See, for instance, Eliade, trans. Task, The Myth of the Eternal Return. 
109 See Meletinskij, ‘Scandinavian Mythology as a System’, especially pp. 55–7; Hastrup, Culture and 
History, p. 150 and Schjødt, ‘Horizontale und vertikale Achsen’. Gurevich (‘Space and Time’, pp. 47–53) 
discusses ‘cyclical’ time but mostly restricts his treatment to cases which do not concern the Norse cosmos 
directly. Kopár (‘Understanding of Time’, p. 222) has recently identified what she views as cyclical aspects 
in Old Norse mythological chronology, but these fail to convince. The notion of mythological time as 
essentially cyclical continues to be expressed in recent handbooks (see, for example, Larrington, The Norse 
Myths, p. 62). 
110 ‘Scandinavian Mythology as a System’, p. 56. 
111 Schier, ‘Die Erdschöpfung’, p. 317; Meletinskij, ‘Scandinavian Mythology as a System’, p. 56; Schjødt, 
Völuspá: cyklisk tidsopfattelse; Hastrup, Island of Anthropology, pp. 30–2. 
112 Prolonged Echoes, p. 241. 
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myths, there is no suggestion in the corpus that this course of events will repeat.  
 It would appear, instead, that Old Norse mythological texts generally adhere to a 
more linear chronology. Clunies Ross posited that the span of mythological time as 
revealed in Old Norse texts, and particularly in the eddic poems Vǫluspá and 
Vafþrúðnismál, moves through five distinct periods. Briefly, the earliest period is that 
preceding the creation of the earth, when jǫtnar first came into being. This is followed 
by a period of creativity when the æsir shape the world from the body of Ymir, and give 
life to dvergar and then to mankind. The third period is what Clunies Ross calls the 
‘mythic present’, where the æsir cohabit the world with other mythological beings and 
where the majority of mythological narratives take place. The fourth period, or ‘near 
future’, constitutes ragna rǫk and the events that lead up to it, such as the death of 
Baldr.113 The fifth and final period is the mysterious age after ragna rǫk, when a new 
society is formed by the remaining æsir.114 Clunies Ross suggests that events can occur 
early or late in these carefully demarcated periods too. The creation of humans, for 
instance, occurs late in the second period.115  
 Partitioning the span of mythological time in this way privileges the testimony of 
Old Norse texts themselves and is clearly preferable to the structuralist treatments 
mentioned above, but these texts do not allow chronological periods to be defined with 
such exactitude. It is clear from the sources, however, that all Old Norse mythological 
narratives are enclosed within a start and end point—the creation of the world and 
ragna rǫk respectively. There is an ill-defined sense of a mythological present in these 
narratives, but in each case its position in relation to the beginning and ending of the 
cosmos, and to other ‘present-time’ narratives, is usually difficult to ascertain. The sense 
of which events took place in the past is instead reasonably well-defined, either directly 
or by implication. In stanza 5 of Grímnismál, for instance, the æsir give Freyr the hall 
Álfheimr í árdaga [in early days], and in Vǫluspá, the speaker remembers jǫtnar ár bornir 
[born early] and suggests that ár var alda [it was early in years] when Ymir lived. 
                                                             
113 The concept of a mythological future is problematic, however, and it is doubtful whether events can be 
included within it besides ragna rǫk itself. This is because other events commonly linked with ragna rǫk, 
such as Baldr’s death, occur before the given present in some mythological texts. In stanza 22 of Skírnismál, 
Gerðr is offered a ring as a wedding gift which is said to have been burnt with Baldr on his pyre. Óðinn 
also refers to his presence at Baldr’s funeral in the penultimate stanza of Vafþrúðnismál. The situation of 
Baldr’s death and certain other events in the generalised ‘future’ is therefore not possible to ascertain in 
all cases. See Lindow, Handbook, p. 40. 
114 This division of Old Norse mythological chronology also receives support from Lindow (Handbook, pp. 
40–2) and has more recently been accepted by Kopár (‘Understanding of Time’, pp. 221–2). 
115 Prolonged Echoes, p. 236. 
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Similarly, the creation of Þórr’s hammer Mjǫllnir by the dvergar Brokkr and Eitri must 
necessarily have preceded the many narratives which include it. Outside of Vǫluspá and 
Vafþrúðnismál, the chronology of events that take place in the vague mythological 
future besides ragna rǫk itself is very poorly defined.116 It is only possible, then, to say 
with certainty which events are taking place in the given present—that is, events which 
are being related in the given mythological narrative—and events which have taken 
place in the past—usually events which are described as taking place early in 
mythological time. 
 
III.iv.b. The associations of distant time  
Early mythological time is not a neutral concept in the Old Norse corpus. Much like 
distant space in mythological texts, it bears a rich network of associations. The distant 
past is characterised as containing the most arcane knowledge available in the cosmos, 
and this should not surprise: just as distant spaces are largely inaccessible and therefore 
hold secretive and exclusive knowledge, so the past is a realm of lost, usually 
irretrievable and therefore powerful wisdom.117 This ancient wisdom is usually 
considered to be the possession of the long-dead. It has already been suggested in 
section iii.b. that when divine figures such as Óðinn and Freyja seek special wisdom, 
they ordinarily turn to an undead speaker—which is to say one possessing knowledge 
from the distant past. The wisest speakers in the corpus of eddic poetry qualify the value 
of their recitations by drawing attention to the antiquity of the wisdom they possess. 
The undead speaker of Vǫluspá, for instance, begins her recitation with the observation 
that ‘ec man iǫtna, ár um borna, þá er forðom mic fœdda hǫfðo’.118 The speaker of the 
eddic poem Baldrs draumar stresses her age upon her resurrection: ‘var ec snivin snióvi 
oc slegin regni, drifin dǫggo; dauð var ec lengi’.119 In a related fashion, the distant past is 
also associated with potent creativity. Most of the commentary on the past in Vǫluspá, 
from stanzas 2 to 18, represents it as a period in which the æsir performed their mightiest 
                                                             
116 See n. 113 in this Chapter, and compare Kopár, ‘Understanding of Time’, p. 221, who sees the chronology 
of the future as relatively stable. 
117 In the imagined pre-literate world of Old Norse mythology, hard-won knowledge could usually only be 
transmitted by word of mouth. The elderly were therefore highly valued for the wisdom they could impart, 
but it invariably died with them (Quinn, ‘From Orality to Literacy’; also see Ong, Orality and Literacy, p. 
41). The recovery of such knowledge was therefore viewed as an exceptional privilege. 
118 Vǫluspá 2 (Edda, p. 1) — ‘I remember jǫtnar, born long ago, those who had formerly raised me’. 
119 Baldrs draumar 5 (Edda, p. 277) — ‘I was snowed upon and struck with rain, sprinkled with dew; I was 
dead for a long time’. 
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acts of creation: producing the cosmos itself; arranging the heavenly bodies; and creating 
dvergar and humans. The view of ancient time as an era of creativity is also evident in 
stanzas 20–35 of Vafþrúðnismál. The gods’ creation and allotting of their many glorious 
halls is also suggested to have taken place í árdaga [in early days] in stanzas 5 and 6 of 
Grímnismál. The characterisation of the distant past as a period characterised by great 
wisdom and creative potency will be of relevance to the following discussion.  
 
III.iv.c. Skilled crafting in time 
With these basic assumptions established, it is time to return to the relevant evidence. 
There is a definitive sense that mythological craftsmen in the Old Norse corpus are tied 
with early time. According to the chronology of Vǫluspá, the æsir produce the dvergar 
as part of their initial ordering of the world, before the partitioning of Ymir’s body is 
complete. Stanza 9 of Vǫluspá, where the æsir discuss the creation of the dvergar, runs 
as follows:  
 
 Þá gengo regin ǫll       á rǫcstóla,  
 ginnheilog goð,       oc um þat gættuz,  
 hverr scyldi dverga       dróttin scepia,  
 ór Brimis blóði       oc ór Bláins leggiom.120  
 
Then all the powers went to the seats of judgment, the very holy gods, and 
considered this: who should shape a lord of dvergar from Brimir’s blood and from 
Bláinn’s bones. 
 
Significantly, the initial couplet of this verse echoes stanza 6, where the æsir fix the 
celestial bodies in place and give them names. The creation of the dvergar is therefore 
linked with other primordial acts of creation which the æsir carry out early in 
mythological time.  
 No other survey like Vǫluspá exists which gives such precise information by 
which the existence of dvergar in mythological time can be pinpointed. However, some 
independent corroboration of the primordial nature of dvergar exists in the Old Norse 
corpus. In chapter 8 of Gylfaginning, Snorri discusses the fact that the æsir charged four 
                                                             
120 Vǫluspá 9 (Edda, p. 2). 
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dvergar, Austri, Suðri, Norðri and Vestri, to hold up the heavens at each horn [corner] 
of the earth. Austri and Norðri are also mentioned in their capacity as carriers of the 
heavens in the skaldic corpus. In stanza 26 of Hallfreðr vandræðaskáld’s Erfidrápa Óláfs 
Tryggvasonar, the heavens are called niðbyrði Norðra [kin-burden of Norðri], and in 
stanza 24 of Arnórr Þórðarson’s Þorfinnsdrápa, they are described as erfiði Austra [toil 
of Austri].121 The implication in the above sources is that at least some dvergar existed at 
the same time as the construction and organisation of the cosmos. There is a sense in 
other sources that dvergar and their creative endeavours are ancient. In stanza 43 of 
Grímnismál, the poet describes the construction of Freyr’s ship Skíðblaðnir: 
 
 Ívalda synir       gengo í árdaga 
  Scíðblaðni at scapa,  
 scipa bezt,       scírom Frey,  
  nýtom Niarðar bur.122 
 
The sons of Ívaldi went in early days to create Skíðblaðnir, best of ships, for bright 
Freyr, the handy son of Njǫrðr. 
 
Here, the construction of one of the most treasured items possessed by the æsir is placed 
in an early context, as are the sons of Ívaldi. No such commentary is made about the 
construction of the other wondrous items possessed by the æsir, but it is reasonable to 
assume that many of these were also created early in time. In Snorri’s narrative about 
the competition between Brokkr, Eitri and the sons of Ívaldi in chapter 35 of 
Skáldskaparmál, Skíðblaðnir is created alongside other items such as Mjǫllnir and 
Gungnir. If Snorri’s account is accepted, then the majority of the exceptional items 




                                                             
121 The kenning element niðbyrði is an acknowledgment that Norðri’s burden is here also shared by his 
‘kin’, Austri, Suðri and Vestri. 
122 Grímnismál 43 (Edda, p. 66). 
123 As mentioned in the previous sub-section, the production of Mjǫllnir must predate the narratives which 
feature it. This includes early mythological stories such as the construction of Ásgarðr which Snorri relates 
in chapter 46 of Gylfaginning, and in which Mjǫllnir features. 
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III.iv.d. The function of crafting and craftsmen in distant time 
It is clear that dvergar are characterised by an antiquity in Old Norse mythological 
sources comparable to that of the æsir and jǫtnar. Having established the connection 
between dvergar and the distant past, it is time to consider what bearing this connection 
has on the character of mythological craftsmen, and on the art of crafting itself. In this 
effort, it is necessary to turn to Vǫluspá. This poem presents the most thorough account 
of the origins of dvergr-craftsmen and devotes special attention to the connection 
between dvergar of the mythological present and their ancient forebears.  
 Dvergar are the exclusive focus of stanzas 9 to 16 of Vǫluspá, which taken together 
represent a significant portion of the poem. Stanzas 10 to 16 comprise a lengthy list 
containing some sixty-three different dvergaheiti. The presence of this extensive list of 
names in what is otherwise a linear account of cosmic chronology has long been 
regarded as puzzling, and some editors have been inclined to excise it from the poem 
altogether.124 Ármann Jakobsson has suggested that ‘as Vǫluspá is concerned with 
matters of utmost importance, such as the beginning and end of the World, as well as 
its history and cosmology, all these dwarf names might seem curiously superfluous’.125  
 However, this list warrants further investigation. It begins with the dvergr 
Mótsognir, who is described as mæztr dverga allra [most excellent of all dvergar], and 
then names a dvergr called Durinn. After some forty-four more names have been listed, 
stanza 14 represents a break in the flow of the list: 
 
 Mál er, dverga       í Dvalins liði 
 lióna kindom       til Lofars telia,  
 þeir er sótto       frá salar steini 
 Aurvanga siǫt       til Iǫrovalla.126  
 
It is time to recount the dvergar in Dvalinn’s group, descendants of manlike 
beings, down to Lofarr, those who went from halls of stone, the troop of 
                                                             
124 Dronke (Poetic Edda, p. 38) devotes only six lines to the dvergaheiti in her extensive commentary on 
Vǫluspá, and she considers them an interpolation from another source. On Dronke’s treatment of this 
section, see Quinn, ‘The Principles of Textual Criticism’, p. 66. The treatment of the dvergaheiti is also 
very brief in Sigurður Nordal’s edition when compared with his commentary on the rest of the text (see 
Vǫluspá, pp. 63–9). 
125 ‘The Hole’, p. 55. 
126 Vǫluspá 14 (Edda, p. 4). 
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Aurvangar, to Jǫruvellir. 
 
Eighteen dvergar follow this stanza, all apparently members of Dvalins lið. The second 
couplet of stanza 16 marks the end of this list of names:  
 
 Þat mun æ uppi,       meðan ǫld lifir, 
 langniðia tal       Lofars hatat.127 
 
That shall always survive, while men live—the long list of Lofarr’s ancestors [thus] 
recounted. 
 
The above stanzas indicate that this list is no simple þula containing dvergaheiti, such 
as can be found in Snorra Edda. The references to kindir [descendants] and lið [groups] 
in stanza 14, and the description of the body of names as a langniðia tal [long list of 
descendants] in stanza 16, suggest that this section is to be considered a chronologically 
ordered genealogy rather than a simple enumeration of names. Such a pedigree is unique 
in the Old Norse mythological corpus. Nowhere is a mythological race given such a 
complete genealogy as the dvergar, and the vǫlva’s claim that it will be remembered for 
all time suggests that it is of great importance. The significance of this lengthy genealogy 
to the present investigation becomes clear when it is considered that the primordial 
progenitors of the dvergar were expert craftsmen. Stanza 10 of Vǫluspá has it that: 
 
 Þar var Mótsognir       mæztr um orðinn 
 dverga allra,       enn Durinn annarr; 
 þeir manlícon       mǫrg um gorðo, 
 dvergar, ór iǫrðo,       sem Durinn sagði.128 
 
There Mótsognir developed, most famous of all dvergar, and Durinn second; they, 
dvergar, made many manlike beings from the earth, as Durinn said. 
 
Here it is suggested that the earliest and most famous dvergar to exist in mythological 
                                                             
127 Vǫluspá 16 (Edda, p. 4). 
128 Vǫluspá 10 (Edda, p. 3). 
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time, Mótsognir and Durinn, were actually responsible for crafting their own 
descendants.129 This is indicated by the grammatical arrangement of the stanza. The 
pronoun þeir in the fifth half-line conceivably refers to Durinn and Mótsognir, and this 
agrees with the word dvergar in the seventh half-line. The second couplet, then, suggests 
that these two dvergar were responsible for creating mǫrg manlícon [many manlike 
figures] out of earth. That some sixty-two names follow this contention suggests that 
the manlícon are to be understood as dvergar.130 The Hauksbók version of Vǫluspá 
presents a variant reading of the seventh half-line, which it gives as dverga í jǫrðu 
[dvergar in the earth]. In this line, dverga is most likely in the plural accusative case, and 
instead of apposing þeir as in the Codex Regius, refers to the dvergar whom Durinn and 
Mótsognir create.131 A version of this verse is also quoted in Gylfaginning. In the second 
half of this stanza as preserved in the Codex Upsaliensis, DG 11 4to, the text reads: 
 
 Þeir mannlíkun 
 mǫrg um gerðu 
 dvergar í jǫrðu 
 sem þeim Dyrinn kendi.132  
 
They—the dvergar—made many manlike figures in the earth, as Durinn taught 
them. 
 
The mention of Mótsognir and Durinn in the first half of this stanza is excised and 
integrated into the prose preceding the verse quotation in the Codex Upsaliensis.133 In 
                                                             
129 Though there is debate about this. See Clunies Ross, Prolonged Echoes, pp. 165–9 and the references 
there. 
130 The idea that dvergar—here manlícon—were shaped from the earth is supported by the term jarðgróinn 
[earth-grown one] which Egill Skallagrímsson uses to refer to a dvergr in his Skjaldardrápa. Steinsland 
(‘Antropogonimyten’, p. 85) suggests, instead, that the manlícon refer to the bodies of humans. However,  
man- can refer to a range of mythological beings (see Schorn, Speaker and Authority, pp. 42–3, and Hall, 
Elves, pp. 49–50). Further, there is no support in mythological material for dvergar creating humans. As 
stanzas 17 and 18 of Vǫluspá suggest, this was carried out by the æsir. 
131 Carolyne Larrington suggests that this word implies that the æsir create all of the dvergar on the 
assumption that the þeir refers to them (The Poetic Edda, p. 283, n. 10). This is a possibility, but the æsir 
are not mentioned elsewhere in this stanza, and þeir comes immediately after mention of Mótsognir and 
Durinn. The interpretation offered here therefore seems more plausible.  
132 The Uppsala Edda (ed. Heimir Pálsson, trans. Faulkes, p. 24). 
133 The text there reads ‘Móðsognir var ǿttztr þeira ok annarr Durinn’ (The Uppsala Edda, ed. Heimir 
Pálsson, trans. Faulkes, p. 24) — ‘Móðsognir was most exalted of them, and second Durinn’. The word 
ǿttztr is a variant form of the superlative œztr [lit. highest] and is similar in meaning to the word mæztr 
[most famous] which is used in stanza 10 of the Codex Regius Vǫluspá. 
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spite of the removal of Mótsognir and Durinn in the first half of this verse, it is still 
suggested in this version of the stanza that dvergar created their own race. The word 
dvergar in the third line must agree grammatically with the þeir in the first as apposite 
subjects of gerðu. In the second couplet, it is contended that Dyrinn, a clear scribal 
variation of Durinn, instructed this group of dvergar—possibly including Mótsognir—
on the creation of mannlíkun, that is, other dvergar.134 This much is implied by the use 
of the dative plural pronoun þeim, which clearly refers to the dvergar mentioned in the 
previous line. This remarkable contention might be taken to suggest that Durinn was 
the master of his own workshop of sorts, as are other dvergar in mythological tradition.135 
In all of the above versions of these verses, Durinn can be considered, along with 
Mótsognir in the Codex Regius and Hauksbók versions, to be the earliest professional 
craftsman in mythological time, whether in his capacity as a producer of his own kind, 
or as an experienced teacher of other dvergr-smiths.  
 The importance attached to remembering the langniðia tal of the dvergar 
announced in stanza 16 of Vǫluspá—and the presence of the lengthy genealogy in that 
poem—likely reflect a desire to emphasise and preserve the professional link between 
the dvergar of the mythological present and their primordial forebears, in whom the 
dynastic mastery of crafting originated. This possibility is heightened when one 
considers that dvergar are not configured in mythological texts as a family, but rather as 
an all-male workshop.136 As Liberman suggested, ‘their monofunctionality deprived 
them of family life.’137 The dvergar are referred to in this section of Vǫluspá as a lið or 
drótt [group, company], not an ætt [family].138 There are no records of female dvergar in 
any mythological source, and in the rare cases where dvergar desire or engage in sexual 
                                                             
134 On the form Dyrinn, see The Uppsala Edda, ed. Heimir Pálsson, trans. Faulkes, p. 24, n. 6. Whereas in 
the other versions of this stanza Durinn is simply describing the creation of the dvergar, his role here is 
more active (though compare Snorre Sturlassons Edda, eds. Grape, Kallstenius and Thorell, I, p. 194). 
135 Clunies Ross (Prolonged Echoes, p. 167) refers to Durinn and Mótsognir using a ‘workshop’, but only 
refers to the Codex Regius version of the verse. The verse preserved in Codex Upsaliensis makes this 
suggestion much more likely. 
136 See Motz, ‘New Thoughts’, p. 112; Jochens, ‘Vǫluspá’, p. 354 and Steinsland, ‘Antropogonimyten’, p. 85. 
For recent scholarship see Mikučionis, ‘Family Life’. The discussion of mythological craftsmen in 
chronological terms has so far excluded Vǫlundr, who does not cultivate any obvious dependence on 
chronological distance for his art in the eddic poem Vǫlundarkviða. However, in chapter 58 of Þiðreks 
saga, it is significant that Velent is tutored by two dvergar, and gains his legendary crafting ability from 
these figures. This suggests that, even for humans, exceptional skill in crafting was thought to require 
inauguration into ancient crafting traditions. 
137 ‘Female Dwarfs’, p. 261. 
138 Reference to the dvergar as a drótt is found in stanza 9 of the Hauksbók version of Vǫluspá, as a variant 
reading of dróttinn given in the Codex Regius. 
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union with women or ásynjur in the Old Norse corpus, children never result.139 Instead 
it seems to have been believed that dvergar self-produced, and then passed down their 
expert crafting knowledge internally. A parallel might be drawn with Viking-Age 
workshops, which passed crafting traditions down through a system of apprenticeship, 
or with smith-castes identified in numerous societies across the world.140 Dvergar in this 
context are essentially what Motz describes as ‘a body of professionals.’141 This notion is 
expressed not only in the above passage from Vǫluspá, but also more implicitly in cases 
where dvergar are said to belong to an all-male group or share a male progenitor. For 
instance, the dvergar who shape Skíðblaðnir, Gungnir and Sif’s hair are never named—
they are only identified in their capacity as descendants of Ívaldi, who is presumably a 
craftsman himself.142  
 Vǫluspá gives the dvergar a similar antiquity that was revealed in the sources 
discussed in the previous sub-section. However, in this poem, emphasis is placed not 
merely on the age of these beings, but on their direct descent from the first dvergr-
craftsmen in the cosmos. Considering the association of the distant past with esoteric 
knowledge and creativity, the status of dvergar as an endogamous, all-male group 
directly descended from ancient figures such as Mótsognir and Durinn affects both their 
character and that of their products. It was suggested in section iii.d. above that objects 
such as Skíðblaðnir, which was crafted with fjǫlkyngi, or the fetter Gleipnir, which 
represents an amalgam of various magical components, could only be constructed 
because dvergr-craftsmen harnessed the potency inherent in distant spaces. However, 
there can be little doubt that the power of their products was also influenced by their 
                                                             
139 Clunies Ross (Prolonged Echoes, p. 168) mentions the existence of a rare feminine form dyrgja in a late 
fornaldarsaga, and Schäfke (‘Was ist eigentlich ein Zwerg?’, p. 270) attests to three such figures in this 
corpus. It is doubtful, however, that this word is etymologically related to dvergr (see Liberman, ‘Female 
Dwarfs’, pp. 261–2). In any case, there are no examples of female dvergar in mythological contexts, in spite 
of suggestions that this concept predates the fornaldarsögur in which it appears (Mikučionis, ‘Family Life’, 
p. 169). The comment in stanza 13 of Fáfnismál that Dvalinn fathers nornir does not necessarily imply that 
these were produced by sexual means, given what is known about the ability of early dvergar to shape 
their own offspring. Sexual union between dvergar and Freyja occurs in Sörla þáttr and between the dvergr 
Möndull and a human woman in Göngu-Hrólfs saga, but neither encounter produces children. See 
Mikučionis, ‘Family Life’, for further discussion. 
140 See Pesch, ‘The Goldsmith’, p. 41 and the references therein. On smith castes, see CKI, p. 53; Herbert, 
Red Gold, p. 33; Iron, Gender, and Power, pp. 26, 150–2, 221 and Maquet, ‘Rwanda Castes’, pp. 95–6. 
141 ‘The Host of Dvalinn’, p. 92. 
142 Further groups beyond Ívalda synir and Dvalins lið are referred to in skaldic poetry. One finds in stanza 
2 of Ynglingatal, for example, a group called niðjar Dúrnis [descendants of Dúrnir], and in stanza 14 of 
Þórðr Kolbeinsson’s Eiríksdrápa, dvergar are identified as rekkar Þorins [men of Þorinn]. It is not possible 
to identify such groups as ‘workshops’ with any certainty, but the unusual preoccupation in Old Norse 
sources with individual communities of dvergar headed by a male progenitor is certainly indicative. 
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descent from ancient creator figures, and their association with ancient time generally. 
The magical treasures that dvergar produce can be considered ‘skillfully crafted 
manifestations of original ancestral power’: power which derives through a direct line of 
professional descent from the first specialised craftsmen in the divine world.143  
 As noted in sections iii.d. and f., mythological craftsmen and Óðinn as first poet 
accrue a series of ‘biases’ on account of their situation outside of communities of humans 
and æsir. The same is true for the link between these figures and the distant past. As 
figures who draw their creative abilities from a wellspring of ancient and esoteric 
tradition, it should not surprise that dvergar are frequently cast as workers of magic and 
as bearers of potent wisdom. The dvergr Reginn is described in the prose prologue to 
Reginsmál as fjǫlkunnigr. As he does not actually use magic in the extant corpus, this 
might be interpretated as a comment on the esoteric nature of his smithcraft. In stanza 
160 of Hávamál, one of Óðinn’s charms was taught to him by a dvergr, Þjóðrerir, who is 
said to have chanted it before both æsir and álfar. In stanza 142 of Hávamál, Dvalinn is 
described as a runecarver for the dvergar. The wisdom and magical ability of dvergr-
craftsmen is also expressed in the corpus of dvergaheiti. Names of this nature include 
Alvíss [all-wise]; Fjǫlsviðr [very wise]; Ráðspakr and Ráðsviðr [wise in counsel] and 
Gandálfr [staff-álfr]. The identification of craftsmen as possessors of special wisdom 
follows wider patterns identifiable in the ethnographic record. According to Helms, 
‘skilled craftsmen are privy to the awesome secrets and mysteries of how base matter 
can be changed to form new and finer things’, and this is reflected in their 
characterisation.144 Further, because ‘all crafts include some kind of initiation and are 
handed down by an occult tradition’, Eliade suggests that ‘the artisan is a connoisseur of 
secrets, a magician’.145 The association of craftsmen and crafting with the distant past in 
mythological texts will be returned to shortly.  
 
III.iv.e Poetic composition in time  
The invention of the poetic art is also regarded in Old Norse sources as a primordial 
event. As the poetic mead and Óðinn’s acquisition of it are not mentioned in 
chronologically ordered accounts of the cosmos such as one finds in Vǫluspá, it is not 
                                                             
143 CKI, p. 176. 
144 Helms, ‘Joseph the Smith’, p. 452. 
145 The Forge and the Crucible, p. 102. See Marold, ‘Der Schmied’, pp. 270–300, and ‘Die Gestalt’, p. 100 for 
a wider overview of the supernatural nature of Germanic smith-figures. 
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possible to say precisely, and in relative terms, how early the mead was created and 
conveyed to Ásgarðr. Nevertheless, the poetic mead was evidently considered to have 
been created in the distant past. Snorri suggests that the mead’s creation had its origins 
in a war between the æsir and vanir. Kvasir, the first embodiment of the knowledge of 
poetry, is created as a griðamark [sign of peace] from the spittle of these two groups. 
This conflict is likely identical to the fólcvíg fyrst í heimi [first war in the world] which is 
referred to in stanza 24 of Vǫluspá, and which conceivably occurs early in mythological 
time. References to the great antiquity of the poetic mead are also made in the skaldic 
corpus. In stanza 2 of Egill Skallagrímsson’s Sonatorrek, the mead is said to be ár borinn 
ór Jǫtumheimum [carried long ago out of Jǫtunheimar]. In a fragment of verse, Steinþórr 
describes the mead as forngǫrr [anciently made], and in a lausavísa, Þorarinn stuttfeldr 
describes poor poetry as leiri ins gamla ara [mud of the ancient eagle].146 The antiquity 
of the mead also seems to be preserved in the Óðinsheiti Fornǫlvir [ancient ale-maker].147  
 
III.iv.f. The function of poetic composition and poets in distant time 
Judging by these references in the skaldic corpus, Óðinn’s recovery of the poetic mead 
conceivably occurred in the deep mythological past. The importance of this fact is borne 
out when one considers that Óðinn’s journey to acquire the poetic mead culminates in 
the regurgitation of the stuff of poetry. This regurgitation represents what might be 
considered the ‘first’ poetic act. As Orton suggests, Óðinn ‘internalizes an entire poetic 
tradition and spews it all out in one protracted spasm’.148  
 The characterisation of Óðinn’s regurgitation of the mead as an inaugural poetic 
performance is key to understanding the connection of the poetic art with the distant 
past. As with many episodes in this myth, Óðinn’s regurgitation of the poetic mead is 
only narrated in full by Snorri Sturluson in his Skáldskaparmál. Peter Orton contends 
that Óðinn’s spewing up of the mead of poetry is a later accretion to this myth, designed 
by Snorri to explain why poets represent mead as issuing from their mouths in 
kennings.149 However, Óðinn’s ingestion and regurgitation of the mead were clearly 
                                                             
146 This kenning refers to the skáldfífla hlutr [foolish poets’ portion] or digested mead which Óðinn 
excretes before arriving back at Ásgarðr to regurgitate the poetic mead itself. This is related in the 
narrative prologue of Skáldskaparmál. On this episode see Mitchell, ‘Performance’, p. 178. 
147 Óðins nǫfn 2 (ed. Gurevich, SkP 3.II, p. 735). De Vries traces the element -ǫl- to alu [ale] (Wörterbuch, 
‘Ǫlvér’). Poetry was often characterised as other kinds of alcoholic beverage besides mead. See Orton, 
‘Spouting Poetry’, p. 288. 
148 ‘Spouting Poetry’, p. 298. 
149 Orton also suggests that Óðinn bearing the mead in the shape of an eagle is a later accretion, but Óðinn 
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considered to be important elements of the myth before Snorri Sturluson synthesised 
his sources into a coherent narrative. Óðinn’s bearing and regurgitation of the mead 
itself are referred to in early skaldic poetry. In stanza 1 of the tenth-century Húsdrápa, 
Úlfr Uggason refers to poetry as lǫ́ geðfjarðar hjaldrgegnis Hildar [liquid of the mind-
fjord of the promoter of the noise of Hildr [BATTLE > =Óðinn > BREAST > POETIC MEAD]]. 
Further, in stanza 1 of the tenth-century poem Ǫgmundardrápa, Vǫlu-Steinn refers to 
poetry as straumar glaumbergs vinar Míms [streams of the joy-cliff of the friend of Mímr 
[=Óðinn > BREAST > POETIC MEAD]]. In the first stanza of his Hǫfuðlausn, Egill calls poetry 
marr munstrandar Viðris [sea of the mind-shore of Viðrir <=Óðinn> [BREAST > POETIC 
MEAD]], and in Eilífr Goðrúnarson’s Þórsdrápa, also from the tenth century, poetry is 
called granstraumar Grímnis [moustache-streams of Grímnir <=Óðinn> [POETIC MEAD]]. 
In these kennings, poetry is regarded as a liquid which is ingested by Óðinn and which 
issues from his breast. They therefore invoke the regurgitative act by which the art of 
poetry was first made accessible to men. 
 Óðinn’s regurgitative act not only heralds the transferral of the mead from distant 
spaces into the home of the æsir. As the symbolic first act of poetic recitation, it also acts 
as a performative model which the inheritors of the poetic art, human skalds, imitate. 
Across the skaldic corpus, poets figure their own performative acts as reactivations of 
Óðinn’s own. The same potent mead which issued from Óðinn’s breast in ancient time 
is represented as spewing from within poets, and there is often no sense of a disconnect 
between the performances of skalds and the acquisition and regurgitation of the poetic 
mead which Óðinn carried out in the mythological past. Egill Skallagrímsson, referring 
to his own recitation of poetry in stanza 19 of Hǫfuðlausn, suggests ‘hrœrða ek munni 
Óðins ægi af munar grunni’.150 In the second stanza of his Sonatorrek, he suggests that 
Óðinn’s poetic find, borne long ago from Jǫtunheimar, is not auðþeystr [easily spewed 
out]. In stanza 3 of Vellekla, Einarr skálaglamm depicts the mead as a raging tide which 
booms against the teeth, before spilling out over his listeners. There are numerous other 
examples of poets’ imitations of Óðinn’s own regurgitation of poetry.151 As Orton 
                                                             
is said to have borne the mead fljúgandi [flying] in stanza 1 of Háleygjatal, and Óðinn is also referred to as 
an eagle in a lausavísa by Þórarinn stuttfeldr. 
150 Hǫfuðlausn 19 (Egils saga, ed. Bjarni Einarsson, p. 111) — ‘I stir with my mouth Óðinn’s sea [POETIC 
MEAD] from the foundation of my mind’. 
151 In some cases, the distinction between regurgitated poetry and vomit disappears entirely. In chapter 44 
of Egils saga, Egill Skallagrímsson becomes heavily drunk and then recites a lausavísa. In it, he refers both 
to his physical and poetic vomiting. In chapter 72, Egill vomits in the face of his host Ármóðr, and then 
recites a verse which refers ambiguously to his kinnalá [cheeks’ liquid]. These instances, given their 
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suggests, ‘poets, in presenting themselves as “spouting” poetry, may…be seen to be 
reactivating the performance of Óðinn, the first poet, in ritual terms’.152 In such 
kennings, poets acknowledge not only the antiquity of their art, but its inherent 
connection to their ancient forebear. The power of the art of poetry—as with the power 
of skilled crafting—has much to do not only with its great age, but also with its inherent 
connection to the ancient figure who originated it. Whereas the potency of items created 
by dvergar is stressed by the numerous descriptions of their abilities and the potent 
manner of their creation, the power of the poetic mead is self-evident given its divine 
origin and its magical ability to inspire poetry.  
 As stressed above, the poetic mead was characterised as potent because of its 
association with distant space, but did not itself take on the associations of this space. 
Similarly, the art of poetry draws potency from its antiquity and its continued 
association with its recoverer and distributor, but does not accrue other qualities on 
account of its association with distant time. These accrue, instead, to Óðinn in his 
capacity as first poet. He, like the dvergar, is perceived as a wise and magically skilled 
figure on account of his association with ancient time and the wisdom it contains. He 
both seeks this wisdom, as attested in eddic poems such as Vǫluspá, Vafþrúðnismál and 
Baldrs draumar, and gifts it to his faithful, as in Hávamál, Grímnismál and Reginsmál. 
He is also a famed practitioner of magic. In stanza 3 of Baldrs draumar, he is described 
as galdrs faðir [father of galdr], and in stanzas 146–63 of Hávamál, he displays a vast 
knowledge of different spells. Although Óðinn is characterised as a magically skilled 
seeker of wisdom on account of his association with ancient knowledge more generally, 
this attribution is also closely related to his involvement with the ancient art of poetry. 
He pursues the poetic mead with the same fervour that he seeks other valuable wisdom, 
and gifts it to his human followers in the same fashion. The association between Óðinn, 




It was suggested that the shared association between poets, craftsmen, their arts and 
                                                             
connections to poetic composition, have been seen as a direct imitation of Óðinn’s own regurgitative act. 
See Stevens, ‘The Mead of Poetry’, and Mitchell, ‘Performance’. 
152 ‘Spouting Poetry’, p. 298. 
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distance reflects the historical configuration of these figures. In the same way, the 
ancient origins of poetry and craftsmanship as represented in mythological texts can be 
ultimately linked to the fact that historical poets and craftsmen were inaugurated into 
time-honoured working practices and traditions.153 However, in configuring poetry and 
crafting as drawing their power from the ancient past, mythological texts communicate 
far more about these arts than this. As with distance, the shared connection of physical 
and verbal crafting with primordial creators expresses the fact that these arts were 
viewed as both powerful and highly mysterious. Mary Helms suggests that ‘the awe 
engendered by…crafting skills…reflects not only the exceptional talent of the artist but 
also the association of those abilities, and the products of those skills, with the ancestors 
and culture heroes who originally practised them and introduced them’.154 The 
relationship between skalds and Óðinn is mysterious and privileged, as is the precise 
manner in which the ancient craft of poetry is transferred to them. The mead itself, hard-
won and exceedingly old, is also quite literally arcane knowledge in liquid form.155 
Material crafting in mythological contexts is almost without exception restricted to the 
dvergar, whose carefully guarded abilities derive from the very same creative age in 
which the universe was created. The association between poetic composition, skilled 





In the previous chapter of this thesis, it was suggested that craftsmen and poets were 
regarded as the producers of extremely valuable material and verbal objects respectively. 
Both shaped their items by investing in them all of their valuable technical and stylistic 
expertise—processes which were revealed in Chapter I to be analogically similar. It was 
also hypothesised that the itineracy of these figures may have been a source of anxiety 
for the Scandinavian elite. Although workshop remains and objects such as weapons and 
                                                             
153 This is potentially reflected in the fact that poets in Iceland often came from long lines of descent. For 
instance, Egill’s father and grandfather are both poets; Arnórr Þórðarson is the son of prominent poet 
Þórðr Kolbeinsson; Sighvatr Þórðarson is the son of the poet Þórðr Sigvaldaskáld; Snorri Sturluson was 
the great-nephew of Einarr Skúlason, and Snorri’s nephew Óláfr Þórðarson was also a prominent poet. 
Knowledge of crafting is not represented as being passed down in this way, but was instead transferred 
from master to apprentice in workshops (see section iv.d. above, and Chapter II.iii.a. and b.). 
154 CKI, p. 28. 
155 On this metaphor, see Chapter I.i.a. 
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dress items reveal much about the organisation of the craftsman’s work, and skaldic 
poetry attests to its own status as positive or negative propaganda, these sources only 
allow speculation as to the ways in which craftsmen and poets were actually perceived. 
It is only when mythological evidence is considered that one can glimpse the kind of 
biases that were associated with the work of craftsmen and poets, and which come to 
characterise these figures themselves.  
 The itineracy of poets and craftsmen, and their involvement with long-
established craft- and poetic traditions are in mythological terms expanded into an 
association with distant places and ancient times respectively. However, chronological 
and temporal distance are not neutral concepts in the Old Norse mythological corpus. 
The situation of these creator figures at a temporal and geographical remove from 
societies of humans and æsir expresses important perceptions of these agents and their 
arts. Exceptional creative ability, whether verbal or material, is considered extremely 
powerful given its ability to make the potency inherent in faraway places and times 
accessible to human and divine society. These arts are, at the same time, highly secretive 
and esoteric. As a consequence of their interactions with ancient time and distant space, 
and the special abilities that result from such interactions, the poet and the craftsman 
become guileful, grotesque, and yet incredibly wise. The intersections identified are 
highly important for the present investigation. They point to an inherent similarity both 
in the nature of poetic composition and skilled crafting in mythological texts, and in the 
ways in which these arts are perceived. The production of poetry and the creation of 
material objects are regarded as kindred creative acts. This is a fact nowhere more 
succinctly expressed than in the myth of the poetic mead, where the esoteric creative 
abilities of distant dvergar feed directly into the skill of poetic composition. The deep 
and complex links between crafting, poetic composition and their practitioners 
identified in mythological sources also manifest themselves in the corpus of 


















The present investigation has necessarily considered a wide variety of sources in order 
to elucidate the nature and meaning of the connection between poets, craftsmen and 
their arts. The first chapter considered the conceptual links between poetic composition 
and craftsmanship across almost half a millennium of skaldic composition. The second 
chapter examined the correspondences between poets, craftsmen and their arts across 
mainland Scandinavia as revealed by a wide variety of sources, both archaeological and 
textual. The previous chapter considered composition, crafting and their practitioners 
across the mythological corpus, and utilised skaldic and eddic poetry; poetic treatises; 
and saga material. In this chapter, the scope of the investigation will be narrowed, and 
intersections between material and verbal artisans and their creative arts will be 
considered in the corpus of Íslendingasögur alone. The action of these sagas is largely 
restricted to Iceland, and takes place in a fairly narrow span of time known as the söguöld 
[saga-age]—roughly from the settlement of Iceland in c. 870 to around the middle of the 
eleventh century.1 The limited geographical and chronological scope of these texts 
means that they constitute an ideal case study where the intersections between 
craftsmen and poets outlined in the previous three chapters can be tested.  
 The present chapter will proceed with a brief discussion of the functions of poetry 
and crafted goods in saga-age Iceland as they are represented in the Íslendingasögur. 
This will provide the foundation for a more complete treatment of the qualities accorded 
poets and craftsmen themselves in this corpus. Consideration will then be made of cases 
where poetic composition, material craftsmanship and their practitioners are directly 
linked by Íslendingasaga authors. It will be questioned whether the conceptual, 
historical and mythological links observed in this thesis extend to the poets and 
craftsmen who appear in Íslendingasögur, and whether these texts furnish any new 
correspondences that are of importance to this investigation.  
 
 
                                                             
1 On the temporal and geographical scope of the Íslendingasögur, see Clunies Ross, A History, pp. 1–12 and 
89–91. 
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IV.ii. Crafting in the Íslendingasögur 
 
IV.ii.a. Qualities of crafted goods 
The nature and qualities of material crafting and craftsmen will be considered first. It 
was maintained in Chapter II that finely crafted goods represented the lifeblood of elite 
society, in that the giving of such items allowed donors to establish links with social 
equals and to gain indebted followers. As numerous studies have indicated, gift giving 
remained a crucially important mechanism in Icelandic society, as in mainland 
Scandinavia.2 However, Viking-Age Iceland lacked the kind of military aristocracy that 
encouraged the acquisition and circulation of high-class prestige items, and it lacked the 
material wealth that facilitated the commissioning and production of such items. Orri 
Vésteinsson suggested that, from the beginning of the settlement period in Iceland, 
‘there was a shortage of raw materials and the tool-making industry was of a low caliber’.3 
Accordingly, the Icelandic archaeological record during the söguöld is materially poor.4 
The richest burials might contain at most several weapons, and, as Orri suggests, ‘the 
majority of the iron finds are pieces of slag, rust or unidentifiable scraps’.5 This did not 
necessarily mean that prestige items such as ships, dress objects and ornamented 
weaponry and armaments were absent from Iceland in the söguöld. The Íslendingasögur 
suggest that such items could be acquired by Icelanders, and particularly poets, who 
cultivated special relationships with the mainland Scandinavian elite. However, it is 
significant that the domestic production of such items is attested neither in the 
archaeological record nor in the saga corpus.  
 In agreement with archaeological material, the sagas do not suggest that 
Icelandic metalworkers were capable, or had the means, of producing high-class wealth 
items—at least not in Iceland itself.6 Whereas saga material suggests that kings in 
mainland Scandinavia were accustomed to commission and exchange richly decorated 
objects—such as the gold-encrusted sword exchanged between Aðalsteinn and Haraldr 
                                                             
2 See Chapter II, n. 4 for relevant scholarship. 
3 ‘The Archaeology of Landnám’, pp. 169, 170. 
4 Ibid., p. 170. 
5 Ibid., p. 169. Icelandic metalworkers are known to have worked in other metals besides iron. At Reykholt, 
for example, fragments of copper sheeting dated to the söguöld suggest that ornamental metalworking 
was being carried out. Nevertheless, this cannot be compared with the kind of prestigious work with gold 
and silver described in Chapter II.ii–iii. See Guðrún Sveinbjarnardóttir, Reykholt, pp. 167–8. 
6 In chapter 6 of Hreiðars þáttr, the Icelander Hreiðarr Þorgrímsson produces an ornate silver object for 
Haraldr harðráði. This suggests that some Icelanders may have had the ability to work in non-ferrous 
metals, but lacked the resources to do so. See section iv.f. below. 
Chapter IV  
 155 
hárfagri mentioned in Chapter II.i.b.—the Íslendingasögur attest only to Icelanders in 
the söguöld producing simple items of wood and metal. Crafting is usually treated as a 
routine task in the Íslendingasögur, much like activities such as farming or fishing. Saga 
characters are usually described as engaging in carving or metalworking in an incidental 
fashion, and as such, the items they produce are rarely mentioned. It can be assumed 
that most acts of crafting described in passing relate to the production and repair of 
utility objects, such as tools and horseshoes, which were of little interest to Icelandic 
saga authors.  
 However, items made by Icelandic craftsmen are occasionally mentioned when 
they participate in a significant fashion in saga narratives. In Gísla saga Súrssonar, for 
example, the sword Grásíða receives particular attention. This sword is used by Gísli 
Þorkelsson to slay the slave Kolr, and it shatters in the process. It is later reforged into a 
spear by the smith Þorgrímr nef on the instruction of Gísli Súrsson’s brother Þorkell, and 
used to kill their brother-in-law Þorgrímr. Grásíða is important in the narrative of Gísla 
saga as a weapon that perpetuates cross-generational strife, and so its reforging is 
recorded with some interest.7 To take another example from this saga, Gísli Súrsson 
creates an ingenious riveted penningr [penny] which divides into two parts. He gives one 
half to his kinsman Vésteinn as a token of his friendship. This penningr is referred to 
several times thereafter. Its prominence in the narrative is based not on the 
meticulousness or splendour of its production—though these are noted—but on its use 
as a device that enriches the emotional fabric of Gísla saga. Crafted objects also have a 
narrative role in a range of other sagas, and these will be discussed below. In the absence 
of the material or social basis for high-status crafting, then, arts such as metalworking 
and woodworking are not given a position of especial prominence in the 
Íslendingasögur.  
 It should be said that crafted items in Íslendingasögur do accrue a new function 
when compared with the kind of objects mentioned in Chapters II and III. In the saga 
corpus, crafted objects are frequently employed as a medium by which to communicate 
shame or dishonour in the visual sphere. In chapter 6 of Hreiðars þáttr, the eponymous 
                                                             
7 In the longer version of Gísla saga attested in AM 149 fol, Grásíða is described as a dvergsmíð [dvergr-
creation]. In employing his crafting abilities to create, or recreate, a tool of strife, Þorgrímr nef performs 
a role similar to many dvergr-smiths of mythological tradition. This is significant in the forthcoming 
discussion. On the presentation of Grásíða across the different versions of the saga, see Lethbridge, 
‘Curses!’. 
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Hreiðarr Þorgrímsson produces a gilt-silver sow for Haraldr harðráði, which was crafted 
til háðs [in mockery]. The offence caused by the object was sufficient for the king to call 
for Hreiðarr’s death. In chapter 2 of Gísla saga, Skeggi commissions his craftsman, Refr 
smiðr, to produce figurines of Gísli and Kolbjǫrn engaging in homosexual activity. This 
encourages Gísli to engage Skeggi in a duel and to eventually slay him. In chapter 58 of 
Egils saga, Egill crafts a níðstǫng by taking a hazel pole and attaching a horse’s head to 
the top of it. He carves níð on the pole in runes and turns it inland, cursing the 
Norwegian king Eiríkr blóðøx and his wife Gunnhildr. Such objects evidently caused as 
much damage in the visual sphere as libellous poetry could cause in the verbal sphere.8 
This function of crafted objects in the Íslendingasögur is significant. In elite contexts in 
mainland Scandinavia, the craftsman’s inability to produce defamatory objects 
constituted a significant distinction between poetry and crafted goods. In the less 
aristocratic world of the Íslendingasögur where the creation of visually defamatory 
objects was a possibility, this functional disparity collapses. In several instances, 
craftsmen are able to negatively affect their enemies’ reputations through their art. This, 
in turn, affected the character of material craftsmen in this corpus.  
  
IV.ii.b. Qualities of craftsmen 
Although crafting is primarily treated as a mundane preoccupation in the 
Íslendingasögur, these texts suggest that the careers of many Icelandic craftsmen were 
in some ways similar to those of their continental and mythological counterparts.9 For 
instance, the sagas indicate that Icelandic smiths produced items for paying customers. 
It has already been stated that Skeggi in Gísla saga employs a smiðr called Refr. In Egils 
saga, Kveldúlfr also employs smiðir at his farm and presumably pays them for their 
services. It is unclear whether Icelandic craftsmen could subsist entirely on commissions 
year-round, but their trade could at times be lucrative. Smiths such as Þórðr hreða of 
Þórðar saga hreðu and Þorgríma smíðkona of Harðar saga are said to have become 
wealthy from their commissions. Many craftsmen are also likely to have travelled as a 
part of their work, even if they possessed permanent residences. A need to secure 
                                                             
8 The production of defamatory objects from wood was known by a specific name in the Old Icelandic 
law-code Grágás: tréníð [wood-níð]. This suggests that acts such as Egill’s were not simply a literary trope. 
See Hiltmann, Vom isländischen Mann, pp. 292–3. 
9 Deciding which figure constitutes a craftsman is in some sense an arbitrary exercise. For the purposes of 
this discussion, figures who conduct acts of material crafting to a high standard; who carry out acts of 
crafting on multiple occasions; or who possess an epithet such as smiðr will be considered craftsmen. 
Chapter IV  
 157 
patronage may have encouraged Icelandic craftsmen to cultivate a partially itinerant 
lifestyle, much like their continental counterparts. Þorbjǫrn Brúnason, a smith 
mentioned in Heiðarvíga saga, travels to the smithy of Þorgautr to work. Þórðr hreða is 
employed by the farmer Þorgrímr to build a hall in chapter 9 of Þórðar saga, and he 
travels to Þorgrímr’s district to carry out this work. The need to acquire working 
materials also meant that periods of itineracy would not have been uncommon for 
Icelandic metalworkers. The archaeological record indicates that Icelandic blacksmiths 
principally used bog iron, and this would have required them to gather their ore at some 
distance from settled areas.10 The production of charcoal would also require smiths to 
work in forests for extended periods. In Egils saga, the forest where Skallagrímr produces 
charcoal and conducts his ironworking is located at a great distance from his farm at 
Borg.11  
 Although the craftsmen of the sagas do not, like their mythological counterparts, 
produce highly desirable objects fit for the elite, it is instructive to observe that many of 
these figures share their qualities with mythological smiths. The majority of craftsmen 
who appear in this corpus are viewed as deviants and outsiders.12 A smith known as 
Veglágr who appears in Fóstbrœðra saga is twice described as a mikill þjófr [great thief] 
and is outlawed and killed in chapter 13 of this saga. Þorgrímr nef, who reforges Grásíða 
into a spear, is viewed as an antagonist throughout Gísla saga and is eventually stoned 
to death. Þorgríma smíðkona, who appears in Harðar saga, is said to be eigi við alþýðu 
skap [not of a social disposition], and lives alone. Þorsteinn Kuggason, a smith and 
járngerðarmaðr [iron-smelter] in Grettis saga, is described as ofstopamaðr inn mesti [the 
most overbearing man], and it is said that he ‘helt mǫnnum mjǫk til starfa’.13 Þórólfr 
starri, another minor smith who appears in Harðar saga, is not described in explicitly 
negative terms, but is killed after he tries to murder Refr Þorsteinsson in his sleep. There 
are other craftsmen who are presented in socially negative terms in this corpus, and they 
will be discussed in greater detail below.  
                                                             
10 For a map indicating the remoteness and wide geographical spread of ore extraction and iron production 
sites, see Þorbjörn Á. Friðriksson and Margrét Hermanns-Auðardóttir, ‘Ironmaking’, p. 15. 
11 The saga has it that this forest was ‘mjǫk langt út frá Borg’ (Egils saga, ch. 30, ed. Bjarni Einarsson, p. 41 
— ‘a very great distance from Borg’).  
12 Some exceptions must be noted. Hersteinn Blund-Ketilsson and Gunnarr Hlífarson—both who appear 
in Hænsa-Þóris saga—are well-regarded figures who are described as being skilful in physical crafting, 
although their roles as craftsmen go largely unexplored. Ormr Hvamm-Þórisson of Harðar saga and a 
man known only as Bjarni in Fóstbrœðra saga are characterised as vinsæll [popular], although neither play 
a particularly prominent role in their respective narratives. 
13 Grettis saga, ch. 53 (ed. Guðni Jónsson, p. 173) — ‘caused men much trouble’. 
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 A significant proportion of saga craftsmen are also practitioners of magic arts, 
which are generally perceived in a negative fashion in the Íslendingasögur. Þorgríma 
smíðkona is characterised as mjǫk fjǫlkunnig [highly skilled in magic] in chapter 3 of 
Harðar saga, and Hǫrðr confirms this in chapter 30. In chapter 40 of Harðar saga, 
Þorgríma and a galdrakona [witch] named Þorbjǫrg katla are found to have torn each 
other to pieces in a dispute over the ring Sótanautr—presumably using their magical 
skills. Þorgrímr nef’s status as a social deviant in Gísla saga is largely expressed through 
his use of magic. Þorgrímr is introduced as ‘fullr af gørningum ok fjǫlkynngi ok [hann] 
var seiðskratti, sem mestr mátti verða’.14 He is paid by Bǫrkr to curse Gísli using his seiðr, 
and the saga author keenly expresses the depravity of the magical art which he practises. 
It is said that Þorgrímr nef ‘gerir sér hjall ok fremr hann þetta fjǫlkynngiliga með allri 
ergi ok skelmiskap’.15 To take a third example, Skallagrímr Kveldúlfsson is able to 
magically change his shape (hamask) in chapter 40 of Egils saga, in much the same way 
as his monstrous father.16 Further craftsmen who exhibit magical abilities in the sagas 
will be discussed in section iv. below.  
 The characteristics that can be attributed to the few craftsmen in the 
Íslendingasögur reveal an important continuity between the perception of these figures 
across mythological and saga material. Although acts of crafting operate on a lower level 
of complexity in the sagas, many of the same factors which produced the monstrous 
craftsmen of mythology also seem to have influenced the presentation of the literary 
craftsmen of the sagas. The negative portrayal of saga craftsmen can be attributed to 
several factors. Firstly, the sagas indicate that these figures continued to live an itinerant 
lifestyle—a suggestion corroborated by archaeological material—and therefore had 
contact with distant spaces. Their necessary forays into the wilderness likely contributed 
to the perception of these figures as outsiders and social deviants, as was the case with 
their mythological counterparts. Secondly, the portrayal of a number of craftsmen as 
adept magic users can be viewed as an indication of the continued unease surrounding 
                                                             
14 Gísla saga, ch. 11 (Vestfirðinga sögur, ed. Guðni Jónsson and Björn K. Þórólfsson, p. 37) — ‘full of sorcery 
and magical skill, and [he] was the most powerful sorcerer that could be’. 
15 Gísla saga, ch. 18 (Vestfirðinga sögur, ed. Guðni Jónsson and Björn K. Þórólfsson, pp. 56–7) — ‘he 
arranged a scaffold for himself and began that [sorcery] with great magical knowledge, and with complete 
perversion and wickedness’. 
16 The reflexive verb hamask can also refer to berserk rage, but its magical connotations here are likely. In 
chapter 25 of the saga, the group which he is in is said to contain margir hamrammir [many shapeshifters], 
and Skallagrímr is likely included in this comment. Skallagrímr’s shapeshifting is described in greater 
detail in section iv.a. below. 
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the privileged knowledge needed for their work. Acts such as the smelting of ore and 
the working of molten metal into objects of utility and battle still required the 
application of significant expertise, even if the products were not intended for elite 
consumption.17 Thirdly, the function of saga craftsmen as producers of visually 
defamatory objects may also have influenced the portrayal of these figures as 
untrustworthy and troublesome. Lastly, the deeply rooted suspicion of mythological 
craftsmen likely played a part in characterising the literary craftsman of the sagas. Some 
influence must be allowed from mythological narratives concerning deviant smiths such 
as Vǫlundr, which were in oral and literary circulation alongside saga material.  
 
IV.iii. Poetic composition in the Íslendingasögur 
 
IV.iii.a. Qualities of poetry 
Like crafted goods, poetry in the Íslendingasögur also differs somewhat from its more 
formal appearance in the courts of mainland Scandinavia. The kind of encomiastic or 
libellous verse discussed in Chapter II.vi. often took the form of lengthy compositions, 
as was the case with works such as Haraldskvæði or Jarlsníð.18 This poetry was elite in 
every sense: it was costly, it frequently engaged with heroic and mythological themes 
and it was characterised by metrical and stylistic innovation. Poems designed for elite 
consumption are most often quoted in historical sagas to authenticate a particular claim, 
or in poetic treatises to exemplify a particular metrical or stylistic point.19 The skaldic 
poetry preserved in the Íslendingasögur differed from the kind of elite poetry discussed 
in Chapter II in several respects. Around eighty percent of the verse to be found in the 
Íslendingasögur—and spoken in an Icelandic context—is made up of individual, 
occasional verses or lausavísur which are presented as a form of heightened dialogue.20 
While such verse almost certainly had an existence before the sagas were committed to 
                                                             
17 Accordingly, Helms (CKI, p. 13) suggests that acts of manufacture could involve high levels of skill, even 
if such acts differed markedly from skilled crafting.  
18 The length of Jarlsníð must be inferred as the poem is no longer extant. In chapter 5 of Þorleifs þáttr 
jarlaskálds, the recitation of the poem takes some time, and it is noted that it is comprised of different 
sections. 
19 Such rich praise poems are also occasionally quoted in the Íslendingasögur, but in these texts they only 
rarely constitute the direct speech of the poet concerned, and as such do not participate in the narrative. 
In Egils saga, for instance, the poems Sonatorrek, Arinbjarnarkviða, Skjaldardrápa and Aðalsteinsdrápa 
are mentioned and quoted as an aside. Only Hǫfuðlausn is quoted as though it were Egill’s own speech in 
the saga narrative, and this itself is quite exceptional. 
20 See O’Donoghue, Skaldic Verse, pp. 3–6. 
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vellum, these stanzas have, unlike longer courtly compositions, become entirely 
dependent upon their prose context for their preservation and understanding. Such 
poetry was still composed in the courtly metre of dróttkvætt, but its subject matter is 
generally more mundane, concerning small-scale conflicts and legal disputes rather than 
grand battles and kingly exchanges.21 Being quoted as direct speech in the prosimetric 
Íslendingasögur, it is also more personal in nature, and more flexible in function. As a 
result, lausavísur in the Íslendingasögur take up a broad range of topics, such as the 
beauty of a loved one; portentous dreams; grief at the loss of family members; and so on.  
 It is important to note, however, that poetry in the Íslendingasögur retained the 
same basic functions that it served in Scandinavian courts. Crucially, skaldic poetry 
continued to be an effective vehicle for praise and insult, and both kinds of skaldic 
poetry flourished in Iceland. This should not surprise, as the sagas suggest that many of 
the skalds composing poetry about domestic matters in Iceland were the same figures 
who composed encomia for Scandinavian kings. Formal drápur for Icelandic chieftains 
are not often recorded in extenso in the Íslendingasögur, but a tradition of such poetry 
certainly existed. Stanza 17 of Eyrbyggja saga records two stanzas of a certain Illugadrápa 
composed by Oddr breiðfirðingr about an Icelandic chieftain named Illugi svarti. The 
second extant stanza of Illugadrápa runs as follows:  
 
 Drótt gekk sýnt á sættir, 
 svellendr en þar fellu 
 þremja svells fyr þolli 
 þrír andvǫku randa; 
 áðr kynfrǫmuðr kœmi 
 kvánar hreggs við seggi, 
 frægt gørðisk þat fyrða 
 forráð, griðum Snorri.22 
 
                                                             
21 Though it should be said that praise poetry in a traditional courtly style was occasionally composed for 
Icelandic chieftains. Úlfr Uggason’s Húsdrápa, which was discussed in Chaper II.viii., was reportedly 
delivered at the hall of the Icelander Óláfr pái, but little formal distinction can be detected between it and 
the other rich encomiastic poems composed on the mainland for Norwegian kings. The poem is only 
quoted in manuscripts of Snorra Edda, although it is mentioned in chapter 29 of Laxdœla saga. 
22 Oddr breiðfirðingr, Illugadrápa 2 (Eyrbyggja saga, ed. Einar Ól. Sveinsson and Matthías Þórðarson, p. 
32). 
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Drótt gekk sýnt á sættir, en þar þrír randa andvǫku svellendr fellu fyr þolli svells 
þremja, áðr hreggs kvánar kynfrǫmuðr, Snorri, kœmi griðum við seggi; frægt 
gørðisk þat forráð fyrða.  
 
The troop openly opposed the settlements, and there three swellers of restless 
shields [WARRIORS] fell before the tree of the ice-sheet of edges [SWORD > 
WARRIOR], before the promoter of the storm of the woman <=valkyrja> [BATTLE > 
WARRIOR], Snorri, brought peace between men; that leadership of men became 
famous.  
 
It is clear that the diction and style of such drápur is closely modelled on courtly skaldic 
encomia. This stanza describes a clash at an assembly between the men of Þorgrímr 
Kjallaksson and those of Illugi, where seven men are killed. In this example, Oddr casts 
Þorgrímr’s þingmenn as a drótt—traditionally a lordly retinue—and inflates the status 
of this skirmish by associating it with mythological valkyrjur. Although the subject 
matter of such skaldic verse is far less grand than would be expected of dróttkvætt poetry 
performed in the courts of mainland Scandinavia, it is evident that skaldic verse 
continued to be an effective medium for praise in the traditional manner.  
 Níð poetry composed in dróttkvætt also flourished in Iceland. The 
Íslendingasögur, and particularly the skáldasögur, are replete with inflammatory verses 
addressed by poets to their enemies.23 Given the more personal, domestic nature of 
Icelandic poetry, this níð focused less on breakdowns in elite exchange and more on 
social, sexual and religious dishonour.24 In a verse preserved in Hallfreðar saga, for 
instance, the eponymous poet berates Gríss, his rival and the suitor of his beloved:  
 
 Leggr at lýsibrekku  
 leggjar íss af Grísi,  
 kvǫl þolir hón hjá hǫ́num,  
 heitr ofremmðar sveiti;  
 En dreypilig drúpir  
                                                             
23 On the skáldasögur or ‘poets’ sagas’ as a sub-genre of the Íslendingasögur, see Clunies Ross, ‘Skald Sagas’. 
24 Kings could also be subject to sexual mockery, however. In an anonymous lausavísa preserved in Óláfs 
saga Tryggvasonar, the poet implies that the Danish king Haraldr blátǫnn and his steward Birgir engaged 
in sexual activity in the form of horses—a highly damaging insinuation. For this verse see SkP 1.II, p. 1073. 
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 dýnu Rǫ́n hjá hǫ́num,  
 leyfik ljóssa vífa  
 lund, sem ǫlpt á sundi.25 
 
Heitr ofremmðar sveiti leggr af Grísi at lýsibrekku íss leggjar—hón þolir kvǫl hjá 
hǫ́num—en dreypilig dýnu Rǫ́n drúpir hjá hǫ́num sem ǫlpt á sundi; leyfik lund 
ljóssa vífa. 
 
Hot sweat, extremely foul, issues from Gríss upon the bright slope of the ice of 
the arm [SILVER > WOMAN = Kolfinna]—she suffers anguish beside him—and the 
Rán of down [WOMAN = Kolfinna] droops alongside him like a swan swimming; I 
praise the nature of the bright lady.  
 
Prohibitions on níð in the thirteenth-century Icelandic law-code Grágás suggest that a 
tradition of libellous poetry survived from the settlement era into at least the thirteenth 
century.26 It would appear that in spite of the differences between formal court poetry 
and the occasional verses preserved in Íslendingasaga narratives, skaldic verse remained 
a highly effective and therefore threatening tool for moulding public opinion.  
 
IV.iii.b. Qualities of poets 
The status of poets as uncontrollable and mobile agents who could inflate or destroy 
their subjects’ reputation is familiar from Chapter II.27 In the Íslendingasögur, the 
continued role of poets as proliferators of negative press is reflected in the nature of 
these figures as aggressive, unpredictable and generally troublesome. Clunies Ross 
suggested that ‘all the skalds are men of great physical strength, poor judgment, a violent 
temper, and an inability to get on with other people…their character portraits link their 
temperamental instability with their poetic gifts in such a way as to imply that these are 
connected.’28 Further, De Looze suggests that, on account of the nature of their art, the 
poet is ‘an outsider figure, hostile to society, cantankerous [and] violent’.29 These 
                                                             
25 Hallfreðr vandræðaskáld Óttarsson, lausavísa (Vatnsdœla saga, ed. Einar Ól. Sveinsson, p. 181).  
26 See Meylan, ‘The Magical Power of Poetry’, p. 45 and Hiltmann, Vom isländischen Mann, p. 289. 
27 See especially Chapter II.vi.b.–c. and vii.  
28 ‘The Skald Sagas’, p. 44. See also De Looze, ‘Egils saga’, p. 124 and Whaley, ‘Social and Professional’, p. 
287. 
29 ‘Egils saga’, p. 124. 
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qualities are often made explicit upon the introduction of poets in their respective sagas. 
Hallfreðr vandræðaskáld, the poet responsible both for the níð poetry addressed to 
Hákon jarl and to his rival Gríss, is described in his saga as ‘skáld…gott ok heldr níðskár 
ok margbreytinn; Ekki var hann vinsæll’.30 A similar description is given of the poet 
Gunnlaugr ormstunga, who is said to be ‘hávaðamaðr mikill í ǫllu skaplyndi ok framgjarn 
snimmendis ok við allt óvæginn ok harðr ok skáld mikit ok heldr níðskár’.31 Such 
descriptions are frequently corroborated in saga narratives which concern poets.   
 The poet is represented in a negative fashion not merely on account of the 
potential danger of his craft. The presentation of poets is also likely affected by the 
deeply rooted sense that their art is strange and esoteric. As discussed in the previous 
chapter, poets’ gifts were thought to derive from a privileged and mysterious connection 
with Óðinn, who is characterised as untrustworthy, belligerent and socially and sexually 
deviant in the Old Norse corpus.32 These qualities, in turn, were seen to characterise 
Óðinn’s poets. Doubtless poets’ connections with Óðinn were a contributing factor to 
their social abrasiveness in saga texts as discussed above.33 In a similar fashion, the 
physical abnormality of skalds must be connected to that of their divine donor.34 Poets 
in the Íslendingasögur are, as Whaley puts it, ‘striking if flawed in appearance’.35 Many 
poets are, for instance, dark or excessively pale in complexion. Kormákr Ǫgmundarson 
is described as svartr ok ljótr [swarthy and ugly] at the beginning of his saga, a fact which 
he later embraces when he calls himself sveinn inn svarti [the swarthy lad].36 Egill, his 
father Skallagrímr and grandfather Kveldúlfr—all poets—are described as ljótr [ugly], 
and this is an adjective which is applied to poets across the saga corpus. In some cases, 
the connection between poets and the áss to whom they appeal in their poetry is so 
pronounced that poets become embodiments of Óðinn himself. This is particularly so 
                                                             
30 Hallfreðar saga, ch. 2 (Vatnsdœla saga, ed. Einar Ól. Sveinsson, p. 141) — ‘a good poet, and rather 
disposed to níð poetry and changeable. He was not popular’. 
31 Gunnlaugs saga, ch. 4 (Borgfirðinga sögur, ed. Sigurður Nordal and Einar Ól. Sveinsson, p. 59) — ‘greatly 
self-assertive in disposition and quickly striving, unyielding towards everyone, difficult and a great poet, 
but rather disposed to níð poetry’. 
32 See Chapter III.iii.f. 
33 On this connection, see Clunies Ross, A History, p. 90. 
34 On the physical abnormality of Óðinn, see Chapter III.iii.f. 
35 On these qualities see Whaley, ‘Social and Professional’, p. 287. 
36 The tradition of poets being dark and ugly predates the written sagas. For instance, Sighvatr Þórðarson 
describes himself as myrkblár [dark-black] in a lausavísa. He also refers to his black eyes in stanza 14 of 
his Austrfararvísur and to his black hair in stanza 5 of Nesjavísur (on this, see Patria, ‘Quotations with a 
Twist’, p. 89). Numerous skalds also have the nickname svarti [swarthy], among them Gizurr svarti; 
Þórarinn svarti; Þorbjǫrn svarti and most famously, Óttarr svarti. 
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in the case of Egill Skallagrímsson, who is not only hideous, violent and odd, but is also 
a master of runic magic. Egill refers twice to his vomiting Odinic mead over his 
listeners—first over Ǫlvir in chapter 44 of his saga, and then over his host Ármóðr in 
chapter 72.37 Egill even plucks out Ármóðr’s eye in an act imitative of Óðinn’s own 
wisdom-seeking act. It is clear that the characters of poets in the Íslendingasögur are 
deeply affected by the perceived esotericism of their art, as was the case with craftsmen 
above.  
 However, it is somewhat easier to account for the negative portrayal of poets in 
saga material than was the case with craftsmen, as the skaldic art is more richly 
communicative. Skaldic verse remained a vehicle for the kind of inflammatory material 
which would problematise the role and character of poets. This verse could also be 
employed by skalds as a means of self-description, and poets frequently referred to the 
connections between themselves, their verse, and the nefarious god of poetry, Óðinn. 
The above evidence permits the suggestion that both the poets and craftsmen of the 
Íslendingasögur are mobile creative agents, generally seen as belligerent and mysterious, 
in touch with magical abilities and able to significantly damage the reputations of their 
enemies. This parallel characterisation broadly agrees with the conclusions reached 




The correspondences between poets and craftsmen in the Íslendingasögur attest to a 
deep and meaningful connection between them that is rooted in the conceptual, 
historical and mythological similarities discussed in previous chapters. The links 
between crafting and poetry in the Íslendingasögur are most clearly expressed by the 
range of figures who exhibit exceptional skill in the working of verbal and physical 
material—figures who can be called ‘poet-craftsmen’. The frequency with which these 
figures appear in the sagas is striking. Indeed, almost half of the craftsmen who appear 
in this corpus are also proficient poets.38 In the following discussion, a brief account of 
                                                             
37 See Chapter III, n. 151.  
38 The figures who were identified as craftsmen in the sagas by the above criteria (see n. 9) were Hersteinn 
Blund-Ketilsson and Gunnarr Hlífarson in Hænsa-Þóris saga; Þorgríma smíðkona, Þórólfr starri and Ormr 
Hvamm-Þórisson in Harðar saga; Þorgrímr nef, Gísli Súrsson and Refr smiðr in Gísla saga; Skallagrímr 
Kveldúlfsson and Egill Skallagrímsson in Egils saga; Bjarni in Fóstbræðra saga; Veglágr and Þorbjǫrn 
Brúnason in Heiðarvíga saga; Þórðr hreða in Þórðar saga hreðu; Króka-Refr in Króka-Refs saga; Þorsteinn 
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the most significant poet-craftsmen will be offered, paying attention first to their 
crafting and poetic abilities and then their character. This will allow for a wider 
discussion of the significance of this fascinating group. 
 
IV.iv.a. Skallagrímr Kveldúlfsson 
The foremost craftsman in the corpus of the Íslendingasögur is arguably Skallagrímr 
Kveldúlfsson. He is described as ‘hagr maðr á tré ok járn ok gerðisk inn mesti smiðr’.39 
He is later identified as járnsmiðr mikill [a great blacksmith], and skipasmiðr mikill [a 
great shipwright]. Skallagrímr is one of the few craftsmen in the Íslendingasögur whose 
profession is described in relative detail. He is said in chapter 30 of Egils saga to have 
procured an enormous boulder from the sea to use as an anvil, and he is described 
working with iron. As mentioned in section ii.b., Skallagrímr establishes a smithy at a 
great distance from his homestead. When he dies in chapter 59 of Egils saga, he is buried 
with his weapons and smithing tools, much like metalworkers in mainland 
Scandinavia.40 Skallagrímr is also, as Clunies Ross notes, a ‘poetic blacksmith’, and 
composes a number of verses in Egils saga.41 Skallagrímr’s extant verses indicate that he 
could compose in a range of metres and styles. While most of his verse is self-reflexive 
and composed in dróttkvætt, he also composed defamatory poetry. A níð verse 
attributed to him and composed in the prestigious runhent metre was intended to shame 
Haraldr hárfagri. Perhaps the most fascinating verse which Skallagrímr composes is one 
in which he reflects upon the art of metalworking: 
 
 Mjǫk verðr ár, sá er aura,  
 ísarns meiðr at rísa,  
 váðir vidda bróður  
 veðrseygjar skal kveðja.  
 Gjalla læt ek á gulli  
 geisla njóts meðan þjóta,  
 heitu, hrœrikyt(j)ur  
                                                             
Kuggason in Grettis saga; Þorvaldr tinteinn in Kormáks saga and Hreiðarr Þorgrímsson of Hreiðars þáttr. 
This makes a total of eighteen craftsmen. Of these, eight are also poets. 
39 Egils saga, ch. 1 (ed. Bjarni Einarsson, p. 1) — ‘a skilled man in wood and iron and [he] became the 
greatest craftsman’. 
40 See Chapter II.ii.c. 
41 A History, p. 89. 
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 hreggs vindfrekar, sleggjur.42 
 
Ísarns meiðr verðr mjǫk ár at rísa, sá er skal kveðja aura veðrseygjar váðir bróður 
vidda; læt ek sleggjur gjalla á heitu gulli geisla njóts, meðan vindfrekar hreggs 
hrœrikytjur þjóta. 
 
The tree of iron [SMITH] must rise very early, he who gets money from the wind-
sucking cloths of the brother of Viddi <jǫtunn> [WIND > BELLOWS]; I let hammers 
ring out on the hot gold of the possessor of light-beams [FIRE > IRON], while the 
wind-greedy moving houses of the storm [BELLOWS] roar. 
 
This verse encapsulates Skallagrímr’s status as both a poet and a metalworker. He offers 
a colourful portrait of the work of the blacksmith, and in the kenning veðrseygjar váðir 
bróður Vidda [wind-sucking cloths of the brother of Viddi <jǫtunn> [WIND > BELLOWS]], 
even couches this process in mythological allusion. Further, the account which 
Skallagrímr offers bears a number of similarities with the ways in which skalds describe 
the process of poetic recitation. The passive manner in which he allows his hammer to 
shape hot metal—‘læt ek sleggjur gjalla á heitu gulli geisla njóts’—resembles the ways in 
which poets let poetry issue forth from their mouths. One might compare Haraldr 
hárfagri’s claim in Snæfríðardrápa that ‘lætk drǫ́pu dynja ór greip Dvalins’.43 Further, 
Skallagrímr focuses on the sonorous qualities of his hammer and bellows in much the 
same way as poets fixate on the sound of liquid poetry which issues forth from their 
mouths. The vocal aspect of the verb gjalla—cognate with Old English giellan and 
Modern English ‘yell’—is unmistakable, as is the verb to describe the sound of the 
bellows, þjóta. The latter verb is frequently used to describe the recitation of poetry, as 
in the first stanza of Arnórr jarlaskáld’s Þorfinnsdrápa, brim hrosta Alfǫður þýtr [the surf 
of the malt of Alfaðir <=Óðinn> [POETIC MEAD] roars]. This verse succinctly expresses 
Skallagrímr’s mastery of both material and verbal crafting, and is therefore a product of 
a poet-craftsman par excellence.  
 As is typical of poets and craftsmen in the Íslendingasögur more widely, 
                                                             
42 Skallagrímr Kveldúlfsson, lausavísa (Egils saga, ed. Bjarni Einarsson, p. 42). 
43 Haraldr hárfagri Hálfdanarson, Snæfríðardrápa 1 (ed. Poole, SkP 1.I, p. 67) — ‘I let a drápa din from the 
grasp of Dvalinn <dvergr> [MOUTH]’. 
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Skallagrímr is characterised in a highly negative fashion in Egils saga. In physical terms 
he is said to be svartr maðr ok ljótr [a swarthy and ugly man], is bald from a young age, 
and stands a head higher than others. He is the son of Kveldúlfr—a prominent warrior, 
shapeshifter, friend of berserkir, and perennial opponent of Norwegian royal authority. 
Skallagrímr inherits many of his qualities from Kveldúlfr, and the saga has it that he was 
‘líkr feðr sínum, bæði yfirlits ok at skaplyndi’.44 Accordingly, in chapter 25, Haraldr 
hárfagri suggests that Skallagrímr exhibits an úlfúð [wolfish mind]. In an episode in 
chapter 40 of Egils saga Skallagrímr makes good on this attribution, and takes on an 
almost bestial character. After the sun has set at a ballgame held at Hvítárvellir in the 
west of Iceland, Skallagrímr hamask [changes shape]. He then flings the young Þórðr 
Granason to the ground, killing him, and then grabs his son Egill. As Skallagrímr’s 
servant Þorgerðr intervenes, he chases her off a cliff and casts a boulder at her, which 
kills her. In terms of his physical and social abnormality and his associations with magic, 
then, Skallagrímr embodies all of the negative aspects shared by poets and craftsmen 
discussed above.  
 
IV.iv.b. Egill Skallagrímsson 
If Skallagrímr is the foremost craftsman in the Íslendingasögur, then his son Egill is the 
most exceptional skald. In Egils saga, it is said that even in youth Egill was brátt málugr 
ok orðvíss [quickly loquacious and word-wise]. His surviving poems are some of the most 
intricate and imaginative skaldic verse which survives, and he was evidently valued as a 
preeminent skald in his own time.45 Egill also composes níð poetry which, like his father, 
he directs at the Norwegian king. Although Egill is famous for his longer compositions, 
much of his poetry comprises incidental lausavísur composed in dróttkvætt. While Egill 
surpasses his father in poetic skill, his crafting abilities are admittedly not as developed. 
As mentioned above, Egill crafts a níðstǫng in chapter 58 of his saga—an act which may 
have required some ability.46 He is also a skilled runecarver, and carves on wood, horn 
and bone. This conceivably required some proficiency in working with tools. As 
                                                             
44 Egils saga, ch. 1 (ed. Bjarni Einarsson, p. 1) — ‘like his father both in appearance and disposition’. 
45 On the enduring legacy of Egill’s poetry, see Chapter II.vi.a. 
46 It may be of some significance to recall that in Gísla saga, Skeggi instructs the professional craftsman, 
Refr smiðr, to carve defamatory figurines, presumably because this required some expertise to accomplish. 
Egill’s production of a similar item—a níðstǫng—might therefore stand as an indication of his crafting 
skill. 
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discussed in Chapter I, Egill’s crafting activity is largely elevated to the verbal sphere.47 
Of all poets, Egill expresses the greatest knowledge of material crafting through his 
poetry. He discusses the selection, weighing and use of poetic material, and also its 
working through the use of verbal tools. There is conceivably a link between Egill’s 
abilities at verbal crafting and his descent from a preeminent material craftsman. Egill’s 
skills in poetic composition can be considered a verbal expression of the creative genius 
which Skallagrímr exhibits in his physical crafting.48 
 Egill inherits the appearance and character of his father and grandfather.49 His 
saga describes him as ‘mjǫk ljótr ok líkr feðr sinum, svartr á hár’.50 Egill refers to his 
physical flaws, particularly in regards to his head and face, in his poetry. In a lausavísa 
composed in gratitude to Eiríkr blóðøx for allowing him to keep his head, Egill describes 
it as ljótr [ugly], and in stanza 7 of Arinbjarnarkviða, he remarks that it is né hamfagrt 
[not fair of shape]. Egill is also socially deviant, and commits numerous monstrous acts 
in the course of his saga. His vomiting in Ármóðr’s face and removing his eye have 
already been mentioned, as has his construction of a níðstǫng and his carving 
defamatory runes. In one particularly illustrative episode in chapter 66 of Egils saga, 
Egill kills Atli inn skammi by biting his throat, and then lifts an ox into the air and breaks 
its back. Like Skallagrímr and Kveldúlfr, Egill is also an opponent of the dynasty of 
Haraldr hárfagri. He slays Rǫgnvaldr, the son of Eiríkr blóðøx, and also composes níð 
poetry about Eiríkr and Gunnhildr. Also like his father, Egill cultivates magical abilities. 
In chapter 44 of his saga he carves runes on a poisoned drinking horn and smears them 
with blood, before reciting a verse about the exploit. This causes the horn to explode. In 
chapter 73 of Egils saga, he carves some runes on a whalebone which have healing 
properties. He then recites a verse in which he describes runes as myrkir stafir [dark 
letters] and launstafir [secret letters], and notes their ability to lead men astray. Much 
like his father, then, the negative associations of both poets and craftsmen are 
concentrated in the person of Egill.  
 
 
                                                             
47 See particularly Chapter I.iv.b. and I.v.b.–c. 
48 Accordingly De Looze (‘Egils saga’, p. 126) suggested that as one moves down the dynasty from Kveldúlfr 
to Skallagrímr to Egill, the traits of this family line become concentrated, including creative ability. 
49 On the connection between Kveldúlfr, Skallagrímr and Egill, see Clunies Ross, A History, p. 89; ‘The Art 
of Poetry’, and De Looze, ‘Egils saga’, pp. 124–6. 
50 Egils saga, ch. 31 (ed. Bjarni Einarsson, p. 42) — ‘very ugly and like his father; black of hair’. 
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IV.iv.c. Gísli Súrsson 
Like Egill, Gísli Súrsson is a well-known skald in the corpus of the Íslendingasögur. 
Unlike the previous two poet-craftsmen, however, he does not address poetry to the 
Scandinavian elite. Gísli’s poetic output instead consists of self-reflective lausavísur. 
Many of his verses are vivid descriptions of his dreams, and these are composed with 
skill and ingenuity. Along with his adeptness at poetic composition, Gísli exhibits an 
exceptional ability for physical crafting. Gísla saga suggests that ‘allt þat, sem hann 
smíðaði, þá var þat auðkennt, því at hann var hagari en flestir menn aðrir’.51 Further, it 
is said that Gísli ‘var allra manna hagastr ok gǫr at sér um alla hluti’.52 The saga mentions 
that Gísli repays his uncle Ingjaldr for taking him in as an outlaw by crafting items for 
him. Accordingly, Gísli ‘smíðaði skip Ingjaldi ok marga hluti aðra’.53 It is also relevant to 
recall Gísli’s production of an intricate riveted disk for himself and Vésteinn, which was 
mentioned in section ii.a. above.  
 Gísli does not receive the kind of neat character portraits that are provided for 
figures such as Skallagrímr and Egill. Further, he is not, like most poets and craftsmen, 
perceived in a particularly negative light throughout his saga. However, he shares with 
these figures a restless nature, a propensity for killing, and an ingenuity which is 
characteristic of all poet-craftsmen. One of his first actions in the saga is to slay his 
sister’s suitor Bárðr—an act which is considered illa gert [evilly done] and which causes 
a rift between Gísli and his brother Þorkell. The next several chapters are accounts of 
Gísli’s killings in Norway—of Hólmgǫngu-Skeggi and his sons, and of Kolbjǫrn and his 
household. As the saga progresses Gísli is outlawed for confessing to the murder of 
Þorgrímr in verse, until he is at last slain by Eyjólfr Þórðarson and his party. At the 
conclusion of the action he is described as a hreystimaðr [valiant man].  
 Aside from the disregard for authority which is characteristic of craftsmen and 
especially poets, Gísli exhibits a remarkable cunning which is doubtless linked to his 
creative abilities. Gísli famously disguises his guilt for the slaying of Þorgrímr in 
                                                             
51 Gísla saga, ch. 25 (Vestfirðinga sögur, ed. Guðni Jónsson and Björn K. Þórólfsson, p. 81) — ‘everything 
that he crafted was easily recognised, since he was more adept at crafting than most other men’. 
52 Gísla saga, ch. 8 (Vestfirðinga sögur, ed. Guðni Jónsson and Björn K. Þórólfsson, p. 28) — ‘most skilled 
at crafting of all men, and excelled at all things’. 
53 Gísla saga, ch. 25 (Vestfirðinga sögur, ed. Guðni Jónsson and Björn K. Þórólfsson, p. 81) — ‘Gísli crafted 
a ship for Ingjaldr and many other things’. 
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elaborately wrought poetry.54 He also uses his craftiness to survive multiple attempts on 
his life during his outlawry. Gísli hides in plain sight of his enemy Bǫrkr inn digri by 
pretending to be his uncle’s slave, at which Bǫrkr remarks ‘hann er við hvárttveggja 
brugðinn ok er in mesta hermikráka’.55 On another occasion when Gísli is being closely 
pursued by Bǫrkr, he pretends to gift his clothes to the slave Þórðr inn huglausi. Þórðr 
makes off into a forest, and, assuming this to be Gísli, Bǫrkr and his men slay him. The 
combination of exceptional creative ability, ferocity and ingenuity in the character of 
Gísli is also exhibited by other poet-craftsmen, as shall be observed shortly.  
 
IV.iv.d. Króka-Refr Steinsson 
Króka-Refr, the eponymous protagonist of Króka-Refs saga, is remembered chiefly for 
his crafting expertise. He is described as inn mesti íþróttamaðr [the greatest man of skill] 
at the beginning of his saga, and his abilities in wood- and metalworking bear out this 
fact. He is also described as a þjóðsmiðr [master craftsman], a term of esteem which is 
only seldom applied in the saga corpus. When a man named Bárðr is shown Refr’s 
woodworking, he remarks, ‘aldri á æfi minni sá ek spónu jafnhagliga telgda’.56 In 
addition Refr is a particularly adept shipwright. Without any training, he makes the 
largest and most impressive vessel to ever be seen in Iceland. His associate Gestr remarks 
‘komit munu hafa út hingat til Íslands ekki stærri skip’.57 Refr is also a poet, and 
composes verses in dróttkvætt concerning the various conflicts that he is involved in 
throughout his saga.  
 Like many other poets, such as Grettir Ásmundarson, Refr begins his life as a 
kolbítr. It is also said that ‘hann var af flestum mönnum fífl kallaðr’.58 In spite of his 
initial passivity and foolishness, Refr, like Egill, Skallagrímr and Gísli, is a restless and 
indomitable character. He is described at his introduction in the saga as ódælligr 
[belligerent]. He is also responsible for a great many killings with the fádœma mikit spjót 
[exceptionally large spear] which he forges for this purpose. After his slayings he is 
                                                             
54 For critical responses to this verse, see the scholarship referred to in Turco, ‘Enigma’, pp. 277–80. 
55 Gísla saga, ch. 28 (Vestfirðinga sögur, ed. Guðni Jónsson and Björn K. Þórólfsson, p. 85) — ‘he has tricks 
for every occasion and is the greatest mimic’. 
56 Króka-Refs saga, ch. 10 (Kjalnesinga saga, ed. Jóhannes Halldórsson, p. 140) — ‘never in my life have I 
seen pieces of wood carved with such skill’. 
57 Króka-Refs saga, ch. 4 (Kjalnesinga saga, ed. Jóhannes Halldórsson, p. 128) — ‘a larger ship cannot have 
come out to Iceland’. 
58 Króka-Refs saga, ch. 1 (Kjalnesinga saga, ed. Jóhannes Halldórsson, p. 119) — ‘he was called a fool by 
most men’. 
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compelled to move to óbyggðir [uninhabited lands] in Greenland in a state of virtual 
outlawry, and there continues to take down his enemies.59  
 Refr frequently resorts to cunning and creativity to confront his foes. Whereas 
Gísli turns his poetic skills to creating a cunningly wrought confession, Refr expresses 
his craftiness much more frequently using his skills in material crafting. As Amory 
suggests, ‘craftiness and craftsmanship go hand in hand in the career of Króka-Refr’.60 
When living in the remote wastes of Greenland, Refr builds an ingenious fortress for 
himself which attests to both his crafting expertise and his cunning. As his enemies 
Bárðr and Gunnarr are investigating the fortress, the saga author notes ‘þykkjast eigi sét 
hafa jafnfagrt smíði. Þat var mikit ok rammgert, óbrætt ok með fjórum hornum. Hvergi 
sjá þeir á því fellingar; var þat at sjá sem ein fjöl’.61 When the two men attempt to set 
Refr’s fortress ablaze, water gushes from it and extinguishes their fires. Bárðr accuses 
Refr of employing fjǫlkyngi in the construction of his fortress, which he does not 
dispute.62 In fact, as Haraldr harðráði later surmises, Refr’s fortress is comprised of a 
complex network of interconnected tubes and plugs which produce water on demand. 
After discovering this, Bárðr and Gunnarr are able to destroy the tubes and set fire to 
the fortification. As they begin their second assault, one of the walls of Refr’s fortress 
opens up to reveal a ramp, and Refr rolls down it on a wheeled boat which allows him 
to make his escape. This scene is farcical, but it reveals a close association between 
creative abilities, cunning, and trickery which runs deep in Old Norse literature.63  
 Refr’s cunning creativity extends to verbal crafting as well. Towards the end of 
Króka-Refs saga during Refr’s stay in Norway, he slays Skjálp-Grani, a hirðmaðr of 
Haraldr harðráði. In much the same way as the poet-craftsman Gísli, Refr disguises his 
guilt for the slaying in ornate language. He comes before the king and makes his 
confession, but expresses it through a series of absurd pseudo-skaldic kennings.64 By the 
                                                             
59 On Refr’s de facto outlawry, Arnold, Post-Classical, p. 184. 
60 Amory, ‘Pseudoarchaism’, p. 12. 
61 Króka-Refs saga, ch. 10 (Kjalnesinga saga, ed. Jóhannes Halldórsson, p. 141) — ‘they thought they had 
not seen anything so beautifully crafted. It was large and strongly built, untarred and with four corners. 
They didn’t see a join anywhere on it; it looked to be made of a single plank’. 
62 See Willson, ‘Króka-Refs saga as Science Fiction’, p. 1066. The work of the craftsman is also frequently 
characterised as magical in mythological texts. As mentioned in Chapter III.iii.d., Gangleri says of the 
mythological ship Skíðblaðnir that ‘allmikil fjǫlkyngi mun við vera hǫfð áðr svá fái gert’ (Gylfaginning, ch. 
44, ed. Faulkes, p. 36 — ‘almighty magic must have been employed for its completion’). 
63 The comic nature of Króka-Refs saga is widely acknowledged. Sigurður Nordal described the work as 
‘mjög skemmtileg’ (‘highly comical’; Um íslenzkar fornsögur, p. 169; quoted in Amory, ‘Pseudoarchaism’, 
p. 11). 
64 These kennings have a comic force, much like Refr’s material products. Willson suggests that ‘the 
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time that the king has managed to decipher them, Refr has already escaped and boarded 
a ship to Denmark. There, also like Gísli, he evades his pursuers in disguise. In the person 
of Refr, expert crafting, poetic composition and the trickery which is so frequently 
associated with these arts are combined. This much is reflected in Refr’s name, which 
means ‘fox’—a fitting description of his character which is referenced more than once 
in the saga. Bárðr refers to Refr as ‘einn ref þann er þeim Grænlendingum hefir unnit 
mikinn skaða’.65 Haraldr harðráði adds the element króka [cunning] to Refr’s name, and 
this serves as a further acknowledgment of his craftiness in the saga. As Arnold suggests, 
Refr, like many a poet-craftsman, ‘succeeds extra-societally through ruthlessness and 
ingenuity.’66  
 
IV.iv.e. Þórðr hreða 
Þórðr hreða, another poet-craftsman and saga protagonist, exhibits crafting abilities 
which are typical of the group as a whole. In the shorter version of Þórðar saga hreðu, 
he is described as ‘inn hagasti bæði á tré og járn’.67 Like Gísli, he is said to be manna 
hagastr [of men most skilled at crafting], and is also characterised as inn mesti þjóðsmiðr 
[the greatest master craftsman]. Þórðr is a skilled shipwright and also works with metal. 
He is particularly renowned for his hall-building, and many examples of his exceptional 
building skills are mentioned in Þórðar saga. One of his halls is described as furðusterkt 
[wondrously strong], and the narrator relates that it stood until Egill Eyjólfsson was 
bishop of Hólar—that is, until the mid-fourteenth century. Another hall that he 
constructed at Hrafnagil was apparently standing at the time that the saga was 
committed to vellum. Þórðr is also a skilled worker of words. He is introduced as skáld 
gott [a good poet], and composes numerous dróttkvætt verses throughout his saga.  
 Unlike the other poet-craftsmen discussed thus far, Þórðr is introduced in his 
saga in an explicitly positive fashion. In spite of his nickname hreða [menace], he is 
described as vinsæll við allþýðu [generally popular]; vinfastr [loyal in friendship]; mildr 
                                                             
punning circumlocutions and hapax compounds in Refr’s prose confession are in parodic dialogue with 
skaldic diction’ (‘Króka-Refs saga as Science Fiction’, p. 1068). 
65 Króka-Refs saga, ch. 12 (Kjalnesinga saga, ed. Jóhannes Halldórsson, p. 143) — ‘a fox who has done the 
Greenlanders great harm’. Refr’s fox-like name and nature are likely connected to the widespread beast 
fable ‘Reynard’, which involves an anthropomorphic fox of that name outsmarting other animals. See 
Arnold, Post-Classical, p. 215, n. 54 and Örnólfur Thorsson, ‘Refur’, pp. 104–6. On the Reynard beast fable, 
see Mann, From Aesop to Reynard, pp. 220–61. 
66 Post-Classical, p. 184. 
67 Þórðar saga, ch. 7 (Kjalnesinga saga, ed. Jóhannes Halldórsson, p. 246) — ‘the most skilled man both in 
wood and iron’. 
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af fé [generous with money] and blíðr viðmælis [cheerful in conversation]. Like other 
poet-craftsmen, however, Þórðr is uncompromising to those who oppose him. In the 
beginning of his saga, he is said to be ‘harðgerr, óvæginn við alla þá, sem honum var lítt 
við’.68 In chapter 2 of Þórðar saga, Miðfjarðar-Skeggi says of Þórðr that ‘lítit mun honum 
fyrir þykkja at láta einn hvern til jarðar hníga, ef honum ríss við’, and further that he and 
his brothers were ‘fullir ofrkapps ok inir mestu óeirðarmenn’.69 There is little 
substantiation of the more positive aspects of Þórðr’s character in his saga, which is 
concerned almost entirely with his skirmishes with Skeggi and his kin.  
 Although Þórðr displays remarkable skill for physical crafting and poetic 
composition, it should be said that neither of these talents bear upon his character or 
play a significant role in Þórðar saga. Þórðr’s dróttkvætt compositions are highly 
conventional lausavísur, which chiefly relate to his conflicts. His construction of ships 
and halls is carried out with exceptional skill and garners some attention in the saga, but 
none of Þórðr’s products are particularly consequential in narrative terms. In this 
respect, Þórðr differs to a great degree from the poet-craftsmen mentioned above, whose 
creative abilities significantly affect their characters and are harnessed for narrative 
effect.  
 
IV.iv.f. Hreiðarr Þorgrímsson 
In the short text Hreiðars þáttr Þorgrímssonar, Hreiðarr is depicted as a man possessing 
significant skill in crafting. It was pointed out in section ii.a. that, upon instruction, he 
produces an ornamental gilt-silver sow for the Norwegian king Haraldr harðráði. When 
Haraldr receives the treasure—and before he realises that it was produced to shame 
him—he tells Hreiðarr that ‘þú ert hagr svá, at trautt hefi ek sét jafnvel smíðat með því 
móti, sem er.’70 Hreiðarr is also an adept poet. None of his verse survives, but he is 
recorded as reciting praise poetry at the end of his saga. Hreiðarr composes and delivers 
a kvæði for King Magnús, and the king suggests that ‘þetta kvæði sýnisk mér undarligt 
ok þó gott at nestlokum’.71 Magnús góði gives an island in exchange for Hreiðarr’s 
                                                             
68 Þórðar saga, ch. 1 (Kjalnesinga saga, ed. Jóhannes Halldórsson, p. 164) — ‘stubborn-minded [and] 
unyielding towards all who crossed his path’. 
69 Þórðar saga, ch. 2 (ed. Jóhannes Halldórsson, pp. 171; 177) — ‘it would seem little to him to let someone 
sink to the ground if he should rise against him’; ‘full of excessive zeal and the most overbearing men’. 
70 Hreiðars þáttr, ch. 6 (Ljósvetninga saga, ed. Björn Sigfússon, p. 259) — ‘you are so skilled at crafting that 
I have scarcely seen something so well-crafted as this’.  
71 Hreiðars þáttr, ch. 7 (Ljósvetninga saga, ed. Björn Sigfússon, p. 260) — ‘this poem seems extraordinary 
to me, although good towards the end’. 
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encomium, which speaks of the quality of its composition.  
 Hreiðarr is very similar to the other poet-craftsmen discussed above in physical 
terms. Much like Egill and Skallagrímr, he is introduced as ljótr [ugly]. Like all poet-
craftsmen, he is also vel at afli búinn [well-endowed with strength]. In character, 
Hreiðarr does not resemble the aggressive and indomitable poet-craftsmen such as Egill, 
Gísli and Þórðr. He is described as hógværr í skapi [mild in character], and he does not 
display the kind of restlessness which is characteristic of poets and craftsmen in the 
corpus of Íslendingasögur. Hreiðarr’s character and actions closely resemble those of 
Króka-Refr. He is introduced in the narrative as a kolbítr and an afglapi [fool], and it is 
said that he was ‘varla sjálfbjargi fyrir vits sǫkum.’72 Like Refr, Hreiðarr also slays a 
retainer of Haraldr harðráði and then flees to the Danish king—here Magnús góði—for 
support. Perhaps most importantly, like Refr, Hreiðarr’s proficiency in verbal and 
material crafting is also expressed in comic terms. The silver sow which he produces for 
Haraldr—a material equivalent to a hǫfuðlausn poem—is humorous in force. His verse 
is positively received by Magnús, but it is marked for its whimsical character.  
 
IV.iv.g. Minor poet-craftsmen 
There are further poet-craftsmen in the Íslendingasögur who feature less prominently in 
saga narratives. Þorvaldr tinteinn [tinsmith], a rival of Kormákr Ǫgmundarson in 
Kormáks saga, is one such individual. Þorvaldr is identified as ‘maðr auðigr ok hagr, 
skáld ok engi skǫrungr í skaplyndi’.73 None of Þorvaldr’s poetry survives, but his 
occupation as a tinsmith is referenced numerous times in Kormákr’s skaldic verse. 
Þorvaldr is referred to derisively as a tindráttr [tin-threader]; félmiðlandi [file-destroyer] 
and is called ‘inn blauði er tin tannar’.74 Kormákr also calls him a blotamaðr [coward], 
and suggests that he is both latr [lazy] and goðleiðr [hateful to the gods]. Such insults 
are highly conventional in níð verse and cannot therefore be taken as an accurate 
depiction of Þorvaldr’s character, but these insults are not disputed in the saga prose. 
Kormákr’s recourse to Þorvaldr’s career as a smith when insulting him may suggest that 
metalworking was considered a disreputable pursuit, and this agrees with the perception 
                                                             
72 Hreiðars þáttr, ch. 1 (Ljósvetninga saga, ed. Björn Sigfússon, p. 247) — ‘barely self-sufficient on account 
of his wits’. 
73 Kormáks saga, ch. 17 (Vatnsdœla saga, ed. Einar Ól. Sveinsson, p. 263) — ‘a wealthy man and skilled at 
crafting, a poet, but not a bold man in disposition’. 
74 Kormáks saga, ch. 19 (Vatnsdœla saga, ed. Einar Ól. Sveinsson, p. 271) — ‘the cowardly one who bites 
tin’. 
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of metalworkers identified throughout this investigation.  
 Another poet-craftsman who appears in the Íslendingasögur is Þorbjǫrn 
Brúnason. Þorbjǫrn enters Heiðarvíga saga as he is setting off to conduct some 
metalworking at the smithy of his kinsman Þorgautr. He is attended by an assistant, who 
carries his smíðarefni [crafting materials], but the saga does not reveal what he makes. 
Þorbjǫrn is also an accomplished poet, composing a series of dróttkvætt verses on the 
prospect of his own death, and on dreams. His character is not described, but he dies in 
a valiant fashion in the conflict on the heath with which Heiðarvíga saga is occupied.  
 
IV.iv.h. Poet-craftsmen in relief 
It is highly instructive that the characters of verbal and material artisans converge in the 
corpus of Íslendingasögur, and further that so many saga craftsmen also cultivate an 
ability for verbal craftsmanship. The above discussion has indicated that poet-craftsmen 
seem to draw their characters from the pool of associations which craftsmen and poets 
share. Almost all of the above figures are indomitable and violent; they are almost 
without exception outlaws and many are physically flawed but bear great strength. This 
is generally consistent with the portrait of poets and craftsmen offered both in the sagas 
and in mythological texts. As was suggested above, the arts of poetry and craftsmanship 
likely continued to have been perceived negatively, and this contributed to the largely 
negative character portraits of their practitioners.  
 Although the group of poet-craftsmen principally draw their characteristics from 
the pool of associations shared by poets and craftsmen across the Íslendingasögur, 
several characteristics appear to be particularly pronounced among this group of poet-
craftsmen. Firstly, figures who are able to practise both physical and verbal 
craftsmanship in the sagas appear to be more skilled in these arts than simple poets and 
craftsmen alone. Of all creative figures in the sagas, it is poet-craftsmen whose skills 
attract the greatest attention and awe. These figures are among the few whose skills are 
described in superlative terms, as with Gísli and Þórðr, who are both described as manna 
hagastr [of men most skilled].75 Further, poet-craftsmen are the only figures in the 
Íslendingasögur to whom the term þjóðsmiðr [master craftsman] is applied. This word, 
                                                             
75 The only other figures whose crafting abilities are described in a superlative fashion are Gunnarr and 
Hersteinn in Hænsa-Þóris saga, who are described as hagastr [most skilled]. However, their roles as 
craftsmen are not explored in this saga.   
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which implies peerless skill in physical crafting, is applied once to Þórðr hreða and twice 
to Króka-Refr. The fact that an ability to work verbal and physical material is only found 
in exceptionally skilled figures is highly significant. Whereas these arts are usually 
considered separate, it appears that they begin to converge when the artisan’s innate 
creative skill is sufficiently advanced. That an understanding of material crafting could 
apparently translate into an understanding of poetic composition and vice versa at high 
levels of skill suggests not only that the two arts were innately similar on a conceptual 
level. It also indicates that the cultivation of poetic composition and skilled crafting was 
inhibited not by qualitative distinctions between these two arts, but only by the 
expertise of the artisan in question.76 
 Another quality peculiar to poet-craftsmen is their comic configuration. The arts 
of craftsmanship and poetic composition continued to be associated with magic and 
suspicion in the sagas, but the heightened creative potency which poet-craftsmen 
exhibit is not configured as negatively as in mythological tradition. In the 
Íslendingasögur, the supreme skill in manipulating verbal and physical material which 
the poet-craftsman exhibits evidently presented a range of tempting narrative 
possibilities, and the creative ability of these figures is often harnessed for comic effect. 
In the case of Refr and Hreiðarr, their comic ingenuity is expressed through their arts 
directly: Refr produces a house of tricks and a ludicrous wheeled boat, and masks his 
killing in absurd language, and Hreiðarr crafts a derisive silver sow and a poem which 
appears to have been just as farcical as Refr’s veiled confession. Gísli’s poetic confession 
is somewhat more sinister, but his frequent comic schemes are an expression of his 
creative slyness in a more general fashion. It should be acknowledged that the comic 
ingenuity of poet-craftsmen relies upon a perception of these figures as trickers who are 
privy to secretive knowledge. This aspect of their character therefore adheres to the 
qualities of poets and craftsmen outlined in mythological material.  
 
IV.iv.i. Shipbuilding 
The most significant quality which many poet-craftsmen share is their ability to conduct 
the highly complex art of shipbuilding. Króka-Refr’s first act of skilled crafting in his 
saga is to build a ship and, as was pointed out above, his vessel is beyond compare both 
                                                             
76 This much is also suggested in mythological material where dvergar, as the most adept craftsmen in the 
cosmos, are able to produce both splendid material items and also the mead of poetry. 
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in terms of its size and the excellence of its craftsmanship. Refr completes the work 
having never turned his hand to crafting, and using only a toy ship as a template. Gísli 
Súrsson crafts a ship for his uncle Ingjaldr, which is reportedly so well-built that it 
displays the full extent of his crafting prowess. Þórðr hreða twice spends lengthy periods 
building ferries in his saga. Skallagrímr is described in Egils saga as skipasmiðr mikill [a 
great shipwright]. 
 The ability to produce ships might be thought of as a natural extension of a 
craftsman’s repertoire. However, the above poet-craftsmen are the only figures in the 
corpus of Íslendingasögur who possess the abilities to build ships. In other words, the 
only shipwrights in these sagas are also talented skalds. This is a highly significant fact, 
and one which embodies and expresses the conceptual closeness between craftsmen, 
poets and their arts in the Old Norse corpus. As argued at some length in Chapter I.v., 
the poetic art was conceived of as a kind of verbal shipbuilding. In Chapter I.v.a., it was 
pointed out that Óláfr Þórðarson in the Third Grammatical Treatise drew a direct 
comparison between norrœnn skáldskapr, ‘Old Norse poetry’, and skip sem smiðr gerir, 
‘a ship which a craftsman makes’. This parallel is abundantly borne out in the corpus of 
skaldic poetry, from Bragi Boddason and into the skaldic poetry of the fourteenth 
century.  
 The deep similarity and intersection between the work of the shipwright and 
poets as producers of verbal ships is expressed most forcefully in Fóstbrœðra saga. In 
one episode in this saga, the poet Þormóðr Kolbrúnarskáld and his companion Skúfr 
prepare to sail from Iceland to Greenland, and they take a figure called Gestr with them 
on their journey. While at sea, the sail-yard of their ship breaks. It is worth quoting the 
subsequent episode in full:  
 
Í einum stormi gengr í sundr skiprá þeirra…Skúfr vissi, at þeir menn váru lítt 
hagir, er farit hǫfðu af Grœnlandi með honum, en hann hafði sét þá Þormóð ok 
Gest mart hagliga telgja. Skúfr mælti þá við Þormóð: “Vill þú skeyta rá vára 
saman?” Þormóðr svarar: “Ekki em ek hagr; bið þú Gest gera at ránni; hann er svá 
sterkr, at hann mun stinga mega saman rárendunum.” Skúfr gekk þá til Gests ok 
bað hann bœta rána. Gestr svaraði: “Ekki em ek hagr; mæl þú, at Þormóðr geri at, 
því at hann er svá orðhagr, at hann mun yrkja saman rárendana, svá at fastir sé. 
En fyrir nauðsynja sakar, þá mun ek telgja annan hlutinn rárinnar, en Þormóðr 




In a storm, the sail-yard of their ship broke apart…Skúfr knew that those men 
who came from Greenland with him were not very skilled at crafting, although 
he had seen Þormóðr and Gestr carving with great skill. Skúfr spoke then with 
Þormóðr: “Will you repair our sail-yard?” Þormóðr replied: “I am not skilled in 
crafting. Ask Gestr to work on the sail-yard. He is so strong that he will be able 
to thrust the ends of the sail-yard together.” Skúfr then went to Gestr and asked 
him to fix the sail-yard. Gestr replied: “I am not skilled in crafting. Tell Þormóðr 
to do it, since he is so skilled at wordcrafting that he will ‘compose’ the ends of 
the sail-yard together so that they are secure. But for the sake of necessity I will 
carve one part of the sail-yard and Þormóðr the other”.  
 
This is a highly significant episode. Gestr’s wry comment to Skúfr might be interpreted 
as a joke, but it is nevertheless highly telling.77 Gestr’s description of Þormóðr as orðhagr 
squarely references the conceptual similarity between poetic composition and verbal 
crafting. Just as a goldsmith might be gullhagr [skilled at working gold], so the poet is 
here cast as orðhagr [skilled at crafting words].78 Gestr invokes the analogy between 
verbal and material crafting with good reason. The fascinating point in this passage is 
that he suggests that Þormóðr’s status as orðhagr qualifies him to work with physical 
ships, as well as verbal. Gestr suggests that Þormóðr’s poetic skills are such that he might 
yrkja the two ends of the sail-yard together. The verb yrkja, cognate with Old English 
wyrcan and Modern English ‘work’, can be used in Old Norse of physical craftsmanship 
but is usually the verb for poetic composition.79 Here Gestr collapses the distinction 
between craftsmen and wordsmiths, and the two arts of poetic composition and crafting 
become one. In order to be understood, Gestr’s joke assumes that an Icelandic audience 
would have been aware firstly of the continuum between physical and verbal material 
so neatly expressed in the adjective orðhagr and the verb yrkja, and secondly of the 
                                                             
77 Sayers discusses this episode and its relevance to the analogy of poetic composition as shipbuilding in 
‘Scarfing the Yard’. 
78 The word gullhagr appears in chapter 64 of Þorláks saga helga. One might also compare the element 
hag- in the kenning hagsmiðr bragar [skilled craftsman of poetry [POET]] which Bragi uses in his self-
descriptive lausavísa (see Chapter I.i.b.). 
79 See Chapter I.ii.a. 
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status of skalds as producers of poetic ships.80 Incidentally Þormóðr is also a skilled 
carpenter and succeeds in repairing Skúfr’s ship, and so he might with some justification 
be added to the list of poet-craftsmen offered above. A further acknowledgment of the 
analogical closeness between verbal and material crafting in this episode is suggested by 
the fact that Gestr, who both makes the above comments and fixes the sail-yard with 





The above discussion has illustrated that the numerous similarities illustrated between 
poets, craftsmen and their arts in the above chapters can be viewed in relief in the 
Íslendingasögur. Poets and craftsmen in this corpus inherited many of the functions of 
their continental counterparts. This is highly significant. It suggests that underlying 
conceptions about the work of poets and craftsmen remained consistent across the Old 
Norse corpus, even though the work of Icelandic craftsmen and poets in domestic 
contexts was of a more mundane quality. Indeed, these figures maintained an itinerant 
lifestyle to differing degrees, and also continued to create products which could be 
suspected and feared. Poems continued to ennoble or offend, and crafted items even 
acquired an ability to convey shame and dishonour in the visual sphere. Craftsmen and 
poets also continued to be cast in the light of their mythological counterparts. Poets in 
the Íslendingasögur inherit the physical and social deviancy of Óðinn with whom they 
frequently connect themselves, and many craftsmen in this corpus are endowed with 
suspect magical abilities which are evocative of those possessed by mythological dvergar. 
The fusion of the conceptual, historical and mythological profiles of craftsmen and poets 
is nowhere more forcefully expressed than in the figure of the poet-craftsman, and 
especially the poet-shipwright. The genesis of these figures in saga literature can only be 
                                                             
80 Gestr’s jest might also be alluding to Þormóðr’s self-characterisation as a verbal craftsman. In a 
lausavísa, he describes himself as a smiðr stefja [craftsman of stef] (see the relevant verse in Skj BI, pp. 
261–2). The poetic term stef, like stuðill, also has a basis in material objects. De Vries traces the word to 
Old Norse stafr [staff] (Altnordisches, ‘stef’). This verse was mentioned in Chapter I.iv.a. 
81 On this identification, see Sayers, ‘Scarfing the Yard’, pp. 1, 3–4. Gestr wears a síðr hattr [‘broad hat’; 
compare the Óðinsheiti Síðhǫttr] and refuses to identify his origins. At the end of the Flateyjarbók version 
of Fóstbrœðra saga, Gestr is identified in a dream as a man called Helgu-Steinarr. However, the other 
versions of the saga do not feature this identification. The highly Odinic nature of the aforementioned 
episode seems to suggest Gestr’s original identification as Óðinn. 
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explained as the culmination of a range of deep-seated and, crucially, interrelated 
conceptions about poetry and craftsmanship which have been discussed in this 
investigation so far. In figures such as Skallagrímr, one perceives the poet-shipwright 
frequently alluded to in skaldic poetry; the professional itinerant so often mentioned in 
historical prose; and the shady, grotesque and magically skilled artisan of mythological 
poetry. In acting as a corpus where these kinds of associations are brought together, the 
Íslendingasögur constitute the ideal case study with which to draw this investigation to 
a close.  
 
CHAPTER V — CONCLUSIONS 
 
This investigation set out to explore in greater detail the kind of connection between 
poetic composition and crafting—and therefore between poets and craftsmen—which 
Egill espoused in stanza 15 of his Arinbjarnarkviða. The foregoing discussion has 
indicated that the connections between craftsmen, poets and their arts are multi-layered 
and highly complex. These were linked not only in skaldic metaphor, as Egill’s references 
to the poetic efni of Arinbjarnarkviða, and its smoothing with his ómunlokarr [sound-
plane [TONGUE]], indicate. The poet-craftsman figure discussed in section iv. of the 
previous chapter neatly displays the depth and intricacy of the links between the arts of 
crafting and poetic composition in Old Norse sources. This figure embodies the 
conceptual, historical and mythological connections between poets, craftsmen and their 
arts discussed in the course of this investigation. It is now necessary to turn to the 
question of why poetic composition, skilled crafting and their practitioners are linked 
with such frequency and energy in Old Norse sources.  
 The first reason has to do with the inherent similarity between the arts of skilled 
crafting and poetic composition as revealed in Old Norse texts. Egill’s conception of his 
tongue as an ómunlokarr and of his poem as a quasi-material object which needed to be 
skilfully shaped reveals that there was a close conceptual link between orality and 
materiality in Viking-Age Scandinavia. This is corroborated across the skaldic corpus, as 
discussed in the first chapter of this thesis. It is a conception which is deeply rooted in 
the language of poetic composition, from the standard verb for poetic composition, 
yrkja, to the subject matter of skaldic verse, efni, right up to poetic features such as 
stuðlar.1 The connection between orality and materiality is also alluded to directly by 
poets. Words are made material in poems which are likened to bridges, mounds, ships 
and complex objects of twisted verbal strands.2 The categories of oral and material are 
also collapsed in cases where words are described as being smooth, bare, weighty, and 
rough, and when they can be stored, carried, shaped, decorated and twisted. The 
association of poetry with both ships and dvergar is also grounded in the close 
relationship between the verbal and the physical.3 However, the kind of deep similarities 
                                                             
1 See Chapter I.ii.a.; iii.c. and v. respectively. 
2 See Chapter I.ii.–iii. and v. 
3 See Chapter I.v.  
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between orality and materiality revealed here did not simply inspire connections 
between poetic composition and crafting in skaldic metaphor. This was a conception 
which clearly ran far deeper. It was the perceived closeness between words and materials 
that allowed for poetry to be treated as a portable and valuable object which could 
circulate in the exchange system.4 This connection also lies behind Egill’s ability to 
illuminate his shield with words in his Skjaldardrápa, and which allowed Þjóðólfr ór 
Hvini to describe the rich images on his gift as sǫgur.5 In mythological contexts, it was 
doubtless the conceptual similarity of wordsmithing to the creation of physical objects 
which inspired the creation of the stuff of poetry at the hands of the dvergar, the most 
esteemed material craftsmen in the cosmos.6 Perhaps most strikingly of all, as 
demonstrated in the previous chapter, the division between poetic composition and 
material crafting was collapsed entirely in the case of the poet-craftsman.7 Skill in poetic 
composition could transition seamlessly into skill in material crafting and vice versa, 
and this is especially evident in the case of poet-shipwrights.  
 Walter Ong suggested that ‘a literate person cannot fully recover a sense of what 
the word is to purely oral people’, because literacy restructures human thoughts about 
the nature of the spoken word.8 In contrast to the concrete, written word, literate 
societies are accustomed to view the spoken word as transitory and entirely unlike 
material objects. Ong himself suggested that the spoken word is ‘an event, a movement 
in time, completely lacking in the thing-like repose of the written or printed word’.9 
However, the sources reviewed in this investigation allow an insight into the nature of 
the spoken word—and by extension into the nature of oral poetic composition—prior 
to the arrival of literacy in Scandinavia. For Viking-Age poets, the spoken word certainly 
did not lack ‘thing-like repose’: words could bear weight; be smoothed; twisted; 
decorated; transported; bought and sold. The craftsman and the poet draw together time 
and again in Old Norse sources because the media in which they worked—in modern 
times considered quite dissimilar or even antithetical—were regarded in Viking-Age 
Scandinavia as inherently connected. Understanding this is, in turn, important for 
understanding the poet’s perception of his own art.  
                                                             
4 See Chapter II.vi. 
5 See Chapter II.viii.b. 
6 See Chapter I.i.a. and v.c., and Chapter III.iii.e. 
7 See Chapter IV.iv. 
8 Orality and Literacy, p. 12. 
9 Ibid., p. 73. 
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 Looking beyond the conceptual closeness between poetic composition and 
crafting revealed in the skaldic corpus, and into historical, mythological and saga 
material, revealed an altogether different reason why poets and craftsmen were linked 
in Old Norse literature. This has to do with the threatening nature of their creativity. 
Firstly, it is clear from the sources treated in this investigation that the creativity of 
craftsmen and poets was viewed as highly mysterious and arcane. In historical terms, 
the most elite poets and craftsmen would have cultivated valuable and awe-inspiring 
knowledge capitals that were highly secretive and therefore exclusive.10 In mythological 
terms, this is expressed as a deep knowledge and a suspicious wisdom which were 
acquired from esoteric places and times.11 In saga material, many poets and craftsmen—
and several poet-craftsmen—are accordingly strongly linked with the practice of 
magic.12 The above sources reflect the view that the kind of awesome creativity that lay 
behind the production of verse and material objects was essentially analogous. 
Craftsmen and poets were likely seen to tap into the same mysterious creative powers 
during their work: powers which they then channelled into different—but related—
media. Poets and craftsmen draw near to one another in Old Norse sources because they 
were both seen to be privy to special powers which could allow base material to be 
transformed into objects of enormous power.  
 Secondly, the creativity of poets and craftsmen was linked because it could be 
used to affect society in drastic and threatening ways. Historical poets and craftsmen 
cultivated the unique ability to manipulate ideas of elite prowess, generosity, honour 
and legitimacy in their work, and this made them highly dangerous. The creative genius 
of craftsmen could be channelled into awe-inspiring weapons and dress ornaments of 
gold and silver, executed with filigree, inlay or pattern welding, which were complex 
indexes of authority.13 Poets, similarly, could channel their creativity into finely crafted 
praise poetry which employed revolutionary metrical and dictional innovations.14 For 
the elite, such genius was frustratingly fickle, as both artisans were only transitory 
visitors at aristocratic halls.15 Poets could also confer eternal disgrace in their highly 
                                                             
10 See Chapter II.iii–iv.; vi.a. and vii. 
11 See Chapter III.iii.d.; iii.f.; iv.d. and iv.f. 
12 See Chapter IV.ii.b.; iii.b. and iv., especially iv.a and iv.b. 
13 See Chapter II.ii.–iii. 
14 See Chapter II.vi. 
15 See Chapter II.iv. and vii. 
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communicative products, and this marked these figures out as particularly threatening.16 
The configuration of poetry and crafting in mythological terms gives the impression that 
poets and craftsmen were viewed as dangerous creators in a related sense. The stuff of 
poetry and crafted products were regarded as extremely precious and powerful in 
mythological texts, but the creators associated with them were considered 
untrustworthy, belligerent and hideous.17 The value accorded the products of poets and 
craftsmen, and the despised nature of these figures themselves, is represented in the 
sagas in figures such as Þorgrímr nef and Skallagrímr.18 The sources considered in this 
investigation have indicated that poets and craftsmen intersect because both were 
viewed as untamed and untameable creators. Whether channelled into the production 
of material objects or poetry, the creativity of craftsmen and poets was seen as a 
dangerous force which could aid those with whom they came into contact, but could 
just as easily destroy them.  
 These figures, then, were viewed as threatening creators: they were both seen to 
access the same kind of esoteric creative powers, and to channel these powers into 
products which could affect those around them in ways which ranged from the 
beneficial to the devastating. The shared qualities of craftsmen and poets across the Old 
Norse corpus rest upon a deep suspicion of arcane knowledge and arcane ability, in 
which these figures were specialists. It is a suspicion which is maintained across the 
wildly varying texts and contexts discussed in this thesis: it is applied to both poets and 
craftsmen working for the Viking-Age Scandinavian elite; to mythological dvergar and 
álfar and to Óðinn as first poet; and to Icelandic farmers who practised crafting and 
poetic composition. All of these figures are drawn together because of a deep mistrust 
of the sources and applications of creativity and creative ability in Viking-Age and 
medieval Scandinavia.19  
  To return to Arinbjarnarkviða, it is important to reiterate that the similarity 
between poetry and crafting which Egill entertains runs far deeper than skaldic 
metaphor. The exploration of the analogical similarity between poetic composition and 
skilled crafting in the first chapter, and other evidence in this thesis besides, has revealed 
                                                             
16 See Chapter II.vi.c. 
17 See Chapter III.iii.d.; iii.f.; iv.d. and iv.f. 
18 See Chapter IV.ii.b.; iii.b. and iv. 
19 As with many conceptions of poets, craftsmen and their arts discussed in this investigation, the 




that on one level Egill’s verse references a deep correspondence between the spoken 
word and physical material which has its roots deep in pre-literate Scandinavia. A fuller 
investigation into the links between poetic composition, crafting and their practitioners 
reveals, however, that Egill’s comparison between words and materials in 
Arinbjarnarkviða runs deeper still. It must also be taken as a recognition of the kinship 
between the awe-inspiring creative ability underlying skilled crafting and poetic 
composition. These complex links are not self-evident in stanza 15 of Arinbjarnarkviða 
itself. In fact, it is Arinbjarnarkviða’s poet who is the ideal embodiment of the 
intersections between poetic composition and crafting established in this investigation. 
Egill is at once the son of a shapeshifting poet-craftsman and a disciple of Óðinn; a 
craftsman of poetic ships and material níðstengur; a figure who appeals to dvergar for 
his poetic genius, and also lights up shields with his words; a master of shaping words 
with a variety of oral tools and of bringing the oral into the material world with his 
runecarving.  
 It is clear that understanding the profound links between poetic composition and 
skilled crafting are of great importance. An appreciation of this connection allows for a 
profound insight into the essential nature of the skaldic art according to the poets who 
practised it. It also allows for a greater understanding of the mythological genesis of the 
art of poetry at the hands of skilled dvergar, where the material and the oral-poetic are 
blended literally and symbolically. Lastly, an appreciation of the links between verbal 
and material crafting furnish a deeper understanding of the generation of figures such 
as Gísli Súrsson, Skallagrímr Kveldúlfsson and Egill Skallagrímsson, who loom so large 
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